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Abstract 
 
During the sixteenth century, rulers responded to perceived threats against Catholicism, 
complicating the religious climate in Spain. The Inquisition’s establishment affected all 
people in Spain, not just the elite. The development of gendered ideals and the theological 
response to concerns that the Church faced complicated the role that women played as 
second and third orders within the church.  
 Religious women faced increased scrutiny and tighter control which concerned their 
gender more than their theological beliefs. The heretical charges levied against María de 
Cazalla concerned her status as a mother and wife and her insistence on assuming an 
authorial role as a teacher within her community. Maria's defense hinged on her 
understanding of gendered ideals in response to her perceived role as a woman. Its success 
rested on her own application of these ideals as a woman and how she responded to the 
Inquisition’s expectations. 
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Glossary and Important Terms 
alumbrada/o: Often this was a term applied to those accused of alumbradismo rather than 
adopted by the accused themselves. It refers to those who were considered to engage in the 
mystical and heretical practice of alumbradismo. 
alumbradismo: A movement that focused on interior spirituality which stressed illumination 
(the direct translation of alumbradismo) by the Holy Spirit. In particular, adherents would 
practice mental prayer and focused on transformation of the soul rather than outward acts and 
practices. 
auto de fé: a private or public ceremony in which those found guilty by the Inquisition had 
their sentences read out including their punishment. This included the wearing of a sanbenito, 
which was a garment that the penitent wore that listed their crimes, their family name, and 
finally the insignia of the Holy Office. 
bachiller: according to my research, the designation bachiller can refer to one who is a 
lawyer or as the designation of one’s educational status within the university system, to 
include a bachelor of arts, science, etcetera within the western university systems. 
beata: a woman outside of the convent system dedicated in service to God. These women 
often lived by themselves or within communities of other religious women. They sometimes 
attach themselves to a particular religious order and don the habit of that order. They could 
engage in acts of service within the community, or enumerate on mystical experiences which 
could include prophecy and visionary writing and dreams. 
beaterio: a community or house in which two or more beatas lived together. 
calificador: a theologian who examined trials and determined whether the proposed charges 
were heretical in nature. Together calificadores would vote and the result could be an arrest 
order for the accused to be brought under the authority of the Inquisition with their goods 
seized and held during the course of the trial. 
claustration: the act of cloistering or confining nuns within a convent. The end result being in 
a cloister. 
convent: a house or building in which a group of nuns live in under the authority of a mother 
superior and other clergymen from the Catholic church. 
Conversa/o: A common term for Jews who were baptized into the Catholic faith, including 
their descendants. 
convivencia: An academic hypothesis put forward regarding a so-called uneasy coexistence 
of Muslim, Christian, and Jewish groups in medieval Spain before the forced conversion and 
subsequent expulsion of the Muslim and Jewish peoples under Ferdinand and Isabella in the 
late fifteenth and early sixteenth centuries. 
Council of Trent: Held between 1545-1563 in Trento, Northern Italy, it is considered one of 
the most important ecumenical councils of the Catholic Church. Though it takes place after 
events studied in this thesis, issues pertaining to Catholic reform and the Protestant 
Reformation in the early sixteenth century were directly addressed by the Council and 
leading up to it by other theologians. 
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dejamiento: the act of abandonment by a practitioner of alumbradismo where they 
surrendered themselves to the love of God and where they have no need of Church 
sacraments. 
enclosure: an area completely sealed off from the world through a barrier of some sort. For 
religious communities, especially convents, this meant being cloistered, where they had no 
contact with anyone from outside their convents. 
ilusa: a disparaging term essentially meaning “deluded” in Spanish that was applied to false 
visionaries.  
layperson: a non-ordained member of the Catholic Church; often referred to as a parishioner, 
and considered part of the laity or body of believers. Laypersons could interact with the 
Church as active members in a variety of contexts. For the purpose of this thesis, beatas were 
laypersons involved in tertiary (third) orders outside of the clergy. They could work under the 
supervision of a clergyman, but this was not always the case. 
mysticism: A form of religious worship observed throughout the medieval and early modern 
period amongst Catholicism in particular, mysticism focusses on a being receptive to the 
Holy Spirit. This can include visions, prophecy, or mystical writing. The latter of which was 
particularly popular among Spanish mystics, most famously of which was Teresa of Avila 
who was canonized in the early seventeenth century. 
recogimiento: The act of “recollection” through the act of mental prayer by practitioners of 
alumbradismo. 
Spanish Inquisition: The religious and political body created by Isabella and Ferdinand in 
response to issues of doctrine and heterodoxy within the morisca/o (Muslim converts) and 
conversa/o communities. Their oversight was expanded to include other forms of heresy 
especially in light of the Protestant Reformation. The Spanish Inquisition wielded an 
impressive amount of power and was backed by a large bureaucracy. The purpose of the 
Inquisition was to educate and reform Catholic belief and dogma amongst the peoples of 
Spanish controlled territories. 
Suprema: The Supreme Council of the Inquisition. 
tertiaries: Also known as “third orders” tertiaries could be individually comprised or in 
associations as people who lived in accordance with church ideals and orders but did not take 
religious vows; for example, the Order of St. Francis of Assissi. These differed from first 
orders who were generally the male clergy (priests, friars, etcetera) and second orders 
(female religious often associated with convents). Such people often participated in public 
acts of good works and some donned habits of the orders that they associated themselves 
with.  
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In dedication 
 
To knowledge seekers everywhere: 
 
Never stop looking 
Fall in love with asking “Why?” 
 
“The important thing is not to think much but to love much;  
and so do that which best stirs you to love.”  
– Teresa of Ávila 
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Introduction: “Seen and Not Heard” 
 “I, bachiller Diego Ortiz de Angulo, chief prosecutor for this Holy Office of the 
Inquisition of Toledo, appear before Your Reverence to denounce María de Cazalla, wife of 
[Lope] de Rueda,1 resident of the city of Guadalajara, as an apostate heretic of our Holy 
Catholic Faith, an abettor and defender of heretics, and a defamer of the Holy Office.”2  
The official record of María de Cazalla’s experience with the Inquisition began April 
18th, 1531, with an arrest order made for her imprisonment. Years prior in 1525, she herself 
confessed to possible wrong doing during a period known as the Edict of Grace during which 
she discharged her conscience and was reconciled with the church. The arrest order, signed 
by Licentiate A. Mexia, Juan Yañes, and Vaguer with notary Francisco Ximénez present, 
followed years of deliberation as the Inquisition built a case against María regarding a newly 
recognized heresy, alumbradismo.3 Names of witnesses, lawyers, and the accused alike were 
recorded, giving voice to those who would normally fade from the historical record. María 
was a middle-aged woman, around fifty years of age. Married to Lope de Rueda with six 
children, María descended from a family of conversos, meaning that her ancestors were 
Jewish and converted to the Catholic faith. María’s brother, Juan de Cazalla, was connected 
to the Catholic church as Cardinal Ximenez’ chaplain. Educated, eloquent, and well read, 
María was one of many women who left their historical imprint, not through their own 
writing, but through the microscopic lens of the Spanish Inquisition. Three long years passed 
before María would be released from the prisons of the Inquisition, leaving no further mark 
                                                
1 In the trial transcript Lope’s name is often miswrote as Pedro, who was actually his brother. 
2 Milagros Ortega-Costa, Proceso e la Inquisicion Contra María de Cazalla (Madrid: Fundacion 
Universitaria Española, 1978), 29. Throughout the thesis, I refer to both Lu Ann Homza’s helpful translation of 
key material along with Oretega-Costa’s transcription of the trial in the original Spanish. In places where I have 
used or referred to Homza’s translation, I have cited both. In other cases, I have provided my own translation or 
paraphrasizing of the material and only cite Ortega-Costa therein. 
3 Ortega Costa, 30. 
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beyond her auto de fe, a ceremony to profess one’s abjuration of heresy, and fine of 100 
ducats.4  
 Contextually, María was highly connected in her community and to the Catholic 
church through people like her brother, Juan de Cazalla. María was not the only one under 
the microscope of the Inquisition. Her brother, Juan, who died years prior to her trial, came 
under its auspices for his beliefs and writings. In 1528, Juan wrote and published a book 
titled, Lumbre del Alma (Light of the Soul). Cazalla’s book garnered the attention of the 
Inquisition with its contents. In it, he wrote a dialogue “between a master and a disciple, and 
the question with which it opens is how man can repay God for his benefits.”5 Essentially, 
love produces all things good and therefore allows man to be transformed as the object of his 
love, whether that is superior or inferior to him. This even included God who they believed to 
be the highest object of love.6 While it was many years after Juan’s death and the completion 
of María’s trial, Fernando de Valdés included this book on the 1559 Index of prohibited 
books in Spain for its Protestant and mystical nature. Though Juan died prior to María’s trial, 
he was known and suspected as an Erasmisian during a period marked by increased scrutiny 
against Luther and developing Protestant belief. María herself could read and write in 
Spanish and could read Latin, enough so that she could read and quote the Vulgate herself, as 
witnessed in the transcriptions of her trial. In many ways, María does not represent the 
common woman in that she was literate.7  She was also very well connected to her 
community in Guadalajara. Therefore, her case and experience provide a striking point of 
                                                
4 Ibid., 472. 
5 Alastair Hamilton, Heresy and Mysticism in Sixteenth-Century Spain: The Alumbrados (United 
Kingdom: James Clarke & Co., 1992), 2., 58. 
6 Ibid. 
7 Literacy rates in Europe remained low overall till the mid seventeenth century with the advent of the 
printing press and print culture. Prior to 1600, literacy rates for all people remained around 20% or lower. Max 
Roser “Literacy,” 2016 Our World in Data, accessed May 15, 2016. https://ourworldindata.org/literacy/. 
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study for historians because of her status as both a woman and as that of a supposed heretic: 
an alumbrada. 
María was brought before the tribunal under the accusation of spreading a new 
heresy known as alumbradismo. Related to Erasmisian and Lutheran Protestant ideas of 
salvation, through mysticism, alumbradismo focused on interior acts of devotion rather than 
exterior acts employed by the Catholic Church.8 María’s case was troubling because she 
taught publicly and presented other alumbrados in her circle like Isabel de la Cruz and Pedro 
Ruiz de Alcaraz as greater than the saints, including Saint Paul. Through her heretical 
teachings, María brought together issues of gender and religious reform and the threat of her 
heresy combined with problems of control and gendered expectations regarding the proper 
place a woman should take within both society and religion. María acted outside both 
familial and religious authority. In a period marked by the uncertainty and confusion of 
Protestant and Catholic Reformations and the varying responses to perceived problems 
within the church, María’s teachings combined with her gender posed a threat to universally 
held ideas regarding the inferiority of women’s minds and the ability to reason intellectually.  
Ultimately, María’s case needed to be addressed by the Inquisition because her 
heresy inverted familial and religious authority through three accusations levied against her. 
These accusations were the claim that the state of marriage brought one closer to God and 
was therefore better than virginity, that she had no love for her own children, and that she 
discouraged her children from entering monasteries and convents as occupations.  These 
accusations pertain directly to the structure of authority that family should mirror. Given that 
María was married to Lope de Rueda, and under the control of a male authority figure, she 
represents the loss of control through her public teachings of heretical and dangerous ideas. 
                                                
8 Hamilton, 2. 
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Ultimately the Inquisition saw María as threatening because she was spreading subversive 
ideas of religious belief and authority, not just among her family, but throughout her 
community. The Inquisition sought to educate and eradicate heretical ideas from a society 
grappling with the complexities related to the expulsions of the Jews and Muslims and 
subsequent mass conversions to Christianity. 
Initially created as a response to the problem of Judiazers and conversos, the 
Inquisition was a political and religious body established by King Fernando and Queen Isabel 
in 1478. However, as time passed, the Inquisition’s purview shifted to include new heresies 
inspired by Luther and the rise of Protestantism, including that of alumbradismo.9 In his 
foundational research on the alumbrados, Alistair Hamilton explains their system of belief as 
well as the  Catholic church’s perception and response to this heresy. Though alumbrados 
themselves did not necessarily adopt the label, the term refers to being “illuminated” by the 
Holy Spirit.10 Alumbradismo as it related to Isabel de la Cruz and those who met under her 
leadership (including María), originated in circles of Franciscan friars in Guadalajara.11 
Beginning around 1512 under Isabel, it was detected by the Inquisition in 1519.12 Isabel and 
her followers practiced dejamiento also known as abandonment where they “surrendered 
themselves to the love of God” and “had no need of the ceremonies or sacraments of the 
church.”13 Like Lutheranism and other reforming groups during this period, the beliefs of the 
                                                
9 Henry Kamen’s The Spanish Inquisition: A Historical Revision is especially helpful in 
understanding the development, intention, and process of the Inquisition as a governing body in Spain. Lu Ann 
Homza’s anthology of sources, The Spanish Inquisition 1478-1614 and her monograph Religious Authority in 
the Spanish Renaissance also clearly demonstrate both with primary sources and her own research, how the 
Inquisition contributed to the authority of Catholic dogma and religion in early modern Spain. These sources 
expand in much greater detail concerning the Inquisition itself. Henry Kamen, The Spanish Inquisition: A 
Historical Revision (United Kingdom: James Clarke & Co. Ltd, 1992). 
10 Hamilton, 1. 
11 Ibid. 
12 Ibid. 
13 Ibid., 1-2. 
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alumbrados were based on a thorough examination and understanding of scripture and 
incorporated mystical practice through the use of “mental prayer” as a form of recogimiento, 
that is “recollection.”14 Hamilton’s work provides a thorough understanding of the 
development of alumbrados’ religious ideas and the Inquisition’s decision to designate it as a 
heresy.   
However, Hamilton neglects to consider the complexities of gender in the case of the 
alumbrados. Alumbradismo was a distinct religious belief developed in Spain and while it 
was greatly influenced by Erasmisian and Lutheran ideas, it was not necessarily protestant.  
In fact, its members, including María, steadfastly asserted that they were Catholic. Regarding 
alumbrados, it is significant that their ideas developed, as Hamilton argues, in a space 
“peculiar to Spain alone, where enthusiasm went hand in hand with prejudice and where 
dogmatic flexibility and uncertainty were accompanied by a deep suspicion of heresy.”15 
Women played important roles in religious thought, reform, and in shaping how religion 
functioned in their own lives. Teresa of Avila with her work on discalced Carmelite reform 
after the Council of Trent, and more importantly, those like Sor María de Santo Domingo, 
who preceded the sixteenth century council, help historians examine the roles that women 
held before and after the changes enacted towards female religious. While the council of 
Trent was from 1545-1563 and directly affected women’s roles especially concerning 
enclosure, the struggle to define religious women’s contributions and the boundaries they 
could work within is evident within cases like Sor María and María de Cazalla. Ideologically, 
men should have been the leaders of these sects; however, it is clear from the evidence and 
the devotion that male priests and confessors exhibited towards their female parishioners that 
                                                
14 Kamen, 86-89; Hamilton, 14-15. 
15 Hamilton., 7. 
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women played integral religious roles in this period. Similar to other sects, Alumbradismo in 
Toledo during the early sixteenth century is an important area of study given that it 
developed under a female leader: Isabel de la Cruz.16 Many of the core members, María 
included, were also female, which makes Hamilton’s lack of attention to the nuances of 
gender problematic. Regardless, Hamilton remains one of the key historical authorities 
concerning the nature and development of alumbrado belief under the guidance of de la 
Cruz. 
María’s experience with the Inquisition spanned many years. In response to an Edict 
of Grace, María confessed her beliefs in 1525 at the age of thirty-eight, and requested 
penance for any perceived guilt. The 1529 arrest of Francisca de Hernandez spurred a deeper 
investigation.17 However, it was not till April 1531 that the order of her denouncement was 
made and not till 1532 that she was finally arrested. Throughout the two years of her trial, 
María eloquently defended herself. Following interrogation and investigation, María 
withstood torture under the guidance of the Inquisition while maintaining her innocence 
regarding supposed heretical belief. Eventually the Tribunal voted to absolve María of the 
charges levied against her due to lack of proof. She was not released until 1534 when she was 
finally sentenced based on secret messages that she passed between herself and another 
alumbrado Bernardino de Tovar who was a well-connected and educated cleric in the 
Catholic church. María was asked to abjure herself of light heresy regarding her 
communication and correspondence inside the tribunal with Tovar. December 19, 1534 
marked the end of María’s involvement with the Inquisition.  On this day, her sentence was 
read and it asserted that the case against her was not entirely proven, yet she was required to 
                                                
16 Ibid., 1. 
17 Pertinent information from Francisca’s trial was copied and included in María’s. Ortega-Costa. 
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make public penance in her parish in Guadalajara. Thereupon the Tribunal demanded secrecy 
regarding the investigation and anything she may have seen or heard. Finally, they forbade 
María from ever leaving Toledo without prior permission.18 
Inquisition trials provide a distinct scope to study the intersection of belief and 
gender in early modern Europe. Spain was, in many ways, distinct given the tenuous 
convivencia experienced until the expulsion of the Muslim and Jewish populations.19 Many 
men and women worked both within and outside of the Catholic Church in attempts to 
eradicate corruption, clarify doctrines surrounding sacraments, and reform religious 
practices. Some women, like Teresa of Ávila and Sor María de Santo Domingo, were 
especially successful in negotiating understandings and expectations concerning their role in 
society while responding to perceived problems in the Catholic Church. Other women, like 
Lucrecia de León and Francisca de los Apóstoles, tried to engage in similar reform 
movements, mystical religious expression, and prophecy for the Catholic Church. However 
as beatas rather than nuns, their reform attempts had varied results, often failing and falling 
under the purview of the Inquisition as heretical. Beatas in essence were women dedicated in 
service to God outside the control of convents. While they could dedicate themselves to 
particular orders, and live together in their own communities, they did not necessarily align 
                                                
18 María’s timeline here is derived from both the trial record and the partial translation made by Lu 
Ann Homza trans., The Spanish Inquisition 1478-1614: An Anthology of Sources (United States of America: 
Hackett Publishing Company, Inc., 2006), 112-153. 
19 Not all scholars agree on the existence of a convivencia in which Muslims, Jews, and Christians all 
co-existed in relative peace. In particular, work by David Nirenberg (especially his monograph Communities of 
Violence), Olivia Remie Constable (Medieval Iberia 1997), Mark Meyerson (The Muslims of Valencia in the 
Age of Fernando and Isabel, 1990) and Elena Lourie (“A Society Organized for War” 1966), all deal with this 
concept and the problems that it presents to historical scholarship. María Rosa Menocal's work (The Ornament 
of the World (2009) presents the development of multi-cultural ties through al-Andalus after 711 and the 
subsequent Reconquista that ended in 1492 under Isabel and Ferdinand. While there did not exist an idyllic 
peace between these peoples, especially considering such violent events as the attacks against the Jewish 
communities in 1099 throughout Spain, various peoples managed to forge ties whereupon cultural and 
economic exchange occurred. Regardless, within medieval and early modern Europe, Spain was different in 
terms of its populations and the multi-cultural and religious makeup of its communities.  
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themselves under authorial figures like nuns under the supervision of both the clergy and 
mother superiors. Since beatas failed to work within expectations of gender as successfully 
as Teresa, these women were brought before the Tribunal, silenced, and castigated as a threat 
for heretical belief and teaching. Examining the Inquisition’s response to women acting 
independently as reformers reveals a crucial intersection of study. That is of gender and 
belief and the hierarchy that both the church and society should mirror. 
Women and Religion in early modern Spain 
The examination of María and her trial fits within an existing body of 
historiography. Historians Alison Weber, Richard L. Kagan, Mary Elizabeth Perry, Lu Ann 
Homza, Gillian Ahlgren, and Jacqueline Holler, each explore the religious roles available to 
women in early modern Spain and by extension, the Spanish colonies. Together, they help 
form three essential components regarding the context of María’s experience. The first being 
the gendered climate and how that informed expectations for women, secondly the religious 
roles specifically available for women. Finally, they explore the rhetoric and defenses 
employed by women during this period. 
Perry’s work focusses on Seville in her monograph Gender and Disorder in Early 
Modern Seville (1990). Though it does not pertain to Guadalajara, it is a seminal piece in 
understanding the roles available to women at this point in time. Perry provides an exhaustive 
examination of women’s roles as mothers, daughters, nuns, beatas, virgins, wives, and as 
prostitutes. She therefore examines the issues surrounding women inside and outside the 
control of the church, their husbands, and fathers, thereby providing important contextual 
information for understanding María’s place in early modern Guadalajara and Spanish 
society. Lisa Vollendorf, through her monograph The Lives of Women: A New History of 
Inquisitional Spain (2005), analyzes the question of what it essentially meant to be a woman 
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in early modern Spain.20 In it she investigates Inquisition cases and how they concern 
definitions of femininity and gender.21 She also highlights other issues that women faced like 
anxieties concerning sexuality, author’s representations of women in literary texts, and 
representations of gender in convents and religious literature produced by women.22 
Lu Ann Homza’s monograph Religious Authority in the Spanish Renaissance (2000) 
provides a more recent examination of the church and the structure of authority that existed 
in early modern Spain at that point. Homza presents an examination of ecclesiastics’ use of 
“religious authority” and its translation into “practical power” in relation to the Catholic 
Reformation, especially in conjunction to humanist thinkers like Erasmus and Juan de 
Vergara.23 Ahlgren’s work on Francisca de Los Apóstoles, in the translation of the 
Inquisition trial of Francisca is helpful in understanding the complex relationship between the 
Inquisition and the manifestation of female religious faith. Her scholarship on holy women 
including her 1995 essay, “Negotiating Sanctity: Holy Women in Sixteenth-Century Spain” 
is also useful with reference to assumptions of gender and how they informed religious roles 
for both men and women. Her works helps broaden the experience of those women who 
found themselves before the Inquisition, in particular Francisca’s story where as a visionary 
who attempted to found a convent, she ultimately failed.24 Holler’s work on beatas and nuns 
in sixteenth-century Mexico is  beneficial in terms of understanding the limits placed on 
women attempting to enter religious life and the possible freedoms that acting as a beata 
could offer. Her monograph Escogidas Plantas: Nuns and Beatas in Mexico City, 1531-1601, 
                                                
20 Lisa Vollendorf, The Lives of Women: A New History of Inquisitorial Spain, (United States of 
America: Vanderbilt University Press, 2005), xi. 
21 Ibid. 
22 Ibid. 
23 Lu Ann Homza, Religious Authority in the Spanish Renaissance, (Baltimore, Maryland: The John 
Hopkins University Press, 2000), xxiii.xxi. 
24 Gillian Ahlgren, ed. and trans., The Inquisition of Francisca: A Sixteenth-Century Visionary on 
Trial (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 2005). 
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explores “the role of religious and semi-religious women in the sixteenth-century 
transformation of Mexico City from center of the Aztec empire to viceregal capital of New 
Spain; and the character of female religious life in Mexico.”25 In it she examines women as 
both participants and instruments of the process of social transformation and how they 
experienced religious life.26 Together, these works have helped broaden the scope of what it 
meant to be a woman in early modern Spain, especially for women who were not necessarily 
royal or a “woman worthy.”   
Weber especially provides an integral examination of such women with her 
monograph Teresa of Ávila and the Rhetoric of Femininity (1990). In it she explores Teresa’s 
defense, actions, and her own narrative technique regarding her visions and written work 
within the context of Carmelite reform. Weber’s work offers her argument of a “rhetoric of 
femininity” in which Teresa wrote based on how she believed that “women were perceived to 
speak.”27 More specifically, Weber puts forth that Teresa, aware of her gender and its 
inherent expectations, employed a self-depreciatory style where she “exploited certain 
stereotypes about women’s character and language.”28 Kagan’s monograph Lucrecia’s 
Dreams: Politics and Prophecy in Sixteenth-Century Spain (1990) examines the visionary 
Lucrecia de Leon and her belief system and subsequent trial in Toledo. In particular, Kagan 
explores her visionary dreams and the destabilizing effect they had on society given her 
status as a woman. 
Recent scholars are devoting more space to examining heresy from a gendered 
perspective in relation to the development of reform in early modern Spain. Stacey Schlau’s 
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monograph Gendered Crime and Punishment: Women and/in the Hispanic Inquisition (2013) 
provides an examination of women and gender in the context of the Spanish Inquisition. Her 
work is possibly one of the most helpful since it examines the intersection of power and 
religiosities, especially those that the Inquisition deemed dangerous. As a whole, the 
monograph, “focuses on women’s participation in inquisitional proceedings as accused 
persons.”29 Using Milagros-Ortega’s transcription, Schlau’s own examination of María as a 
beata in relation to heresy offers a new gendered historical perspective. Schlau’s examination 
of María looks more towards her agency and how she exerted power through her teaching 
and throughout the trial. In particular, Schlau examines María’s status, connections, and 
social class in how their aided her defense. In my thesis I expand this argument to include her 
status as a married woman and how her beliefs concerning motherhood and marriage 
positioned her as threatening to the Inquisition. Similar to Weber’s argument of Teresa’s 
exertion of a “rhetoric of femininity” Schlau argues that María employs a comparable tactic. 
This thesis will develop on Schlau’s work, examining María as a perceived threat to the 
Inquisition and its governing authority in Spanish society.  
 In response to patriarchal attempts to control women’s sexualities and exploration of 
religion, women developed a different voice from men in their self-representation. Women 
also had a “particular means of interacting with each other and the world—that early modern 
women shared, to varying degrees, similar priorities and similar strategies for survival and 
self-presentation.”30 Such agency manifested not only in public venues, but also within the 
home concerning how women viewed and shaped their roles as mothers, wives, and even 
themselves. Some early modern Spanish women exerted agency through writing, leaving 
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behind novels, plays, prayers, and poetry.31 Other sources, however, include trial records 
which are rich with testimony in regards to both culture and religion and how faith was 
expressed in daily interactions.32 María was no exception, and while we do not possess any 
personal material written by her other than what has been included in the trial record, her 
case exemplifies how one’s personal perceptions could influence the conceptions of those 
around them. That is, the witness testimony provided all work within perceptions that her 
neighbours and community possessed regarding everything in her life, from how she 
managed her children to how she interacted with the Eucharist in the church.33 This is 
especially so since the only access we have to her is through Inquisition source material 
where multiple filters are present, thereby making it difficult to truly ascertain if this is what 
she believed or thought about herself and the world she lived in. Regardless, the impression 
she left on others manifested in ways that subverted expectations and poised her as a possible 
threat to the community she lived in as an active member. The trial represents her 
communities,’ that is her neighbours,’ servants,’ and friends,’ perceptions of her beliefs and 
practices as compiled by the Tribunal’s examination and investigation of María’s heretical 
activities. 
This thesis will add to the existing historiographical body regarding early modern 
Spanish women, and how they regarded themselves in a deeply patriarchal society based on 
male power and authority in relation to their roles as religious women. María, as an 
alumbrada developed her own religious experience through the lens of authors like Juan de 
Valdes, Luther, and Erasmus, and through ideas of mysticism regarding mental prayer. 
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Through an examination of María’s experience with the Inquisition, my work connects the 
exploration of heresy from a gendered perspective to how it was viewed as subversive and 
heretical. María’s occupation as a teacher in an authorial role was concerning, not simply 
because her beliefs were considered heretical, but also in large part because of her gender and 
status as a married woman. Therefore, my thesis looks at the intersection between public and 
private and its relation to María as a woman occupying a visible and well connected position 
in Guadalajara. In filling such a role, María could spread heretical teachings far beyond 
herself and a small circle of followers. Further, Inquisition sources provide the rare 
opportunity to look in detail at women like María and how they formed their beliefs in the 
context of society and culture. More importantly, they also offer a means of examining how 
these women’s attempts at reform were received in relation to their status as women and 
potential wives and mothers. Together my thesis hopes to add to a growing body of important 
work concerning beatas who occupied a peculiar middling space where they were neither 
cloistered nor unrestrained from expectations placed on them by their gender. 
The Spanish Inquisition as a body of sources 
Inquisition trials followed a similar pattern with their conduct and form shaped by a 
governing body instituted by both the Papacy and the monarchy in Spain under royal control. 
The Inquisition’s goal was not to punish, but to educate and bring communities closer to the 
church and official dogma. The main goal of any execution and public punishment was not 
just to save the soul, but to achieve public good.34 In the early years of the Inquisition’s 
activities, operations would begin with an “Edict of Grace” read out during mass in which 
any possible heresies were read aloud and parishioners were encouraged to come forth and 
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discharge their consciences with the hopes of reconciliation to the Church.35 People who 
came forward could denounce themselves, or others, with the latter being most feared given 
the potential for people to use this as a means of airing any possible grievances they might 
have, employing the edict as retribution for perceived offences.36 Following the Edict of 
Grace, any evidence for a case had to be presented to theologians, known as calificadores, to 
examine and determine whether the charges involved heresy.37 If it was decided that this was 
the case, an arrest order was drawn up and the person in question was brought under the 
control of the Tribunal. Their goods were also seized and held during the course of the trial.38  
Following arrest, the accused was interrogated, often in the presence of a secretary 
and notary. Torture was not employed as often as has traditionally been assumed, however, it 
was a tactic used by Inquisitors when deemed necessary.39 Any confession made under 
torture had to be ratified when the accused was of sober mind the day after their ordeal.40 
Following the presentation of the charges, the accused could prepare a defense with access to 
the witness testimony, but all names of witnesses were unavailable. The accused could draft a 
list of names of those with whom they had possible enmity and the testimony of these people 
could be removed from the trial. The trial itself was composed of numerous audiences where 
the prosecution and defense would make their submissions and a series of interrogations were 
conducted.41 Following this, the accused was either acquitted or punished depending on the 
severity of their crimes.  Finally, a reconciliation occurred with the church receiving the 
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sinner back into its “bosom” after due penance was performed.42 Public penance was 
performed through an auto de fe, or act of faith. The ultimate penalty was relaxation to the 
secular arm, wherein the guilty parties were executed and subsequently burnt.43 Most of those 
“relaxed” were burnt in effigy.44 Regardless of the outcome, Inquisition trials recorded not 
just the shape of one’s faith, but also how it manifested culturally and in their daily lives. 
The mirroring of society and cultural belief is recorded in each trial the Inquisition 
examined. Inquisition trials provide a rare record of women asserting themselves with 
independent thought and desires. These records demonstrate that women were as involved in 
their own culture of belief as were men. María’s case underlines how crucial culture is to 
belief with the threat she posed by teaching women who met in her home, by sending her 
daughters out to learn skills, and through deciding on her son’s education. These acts were 
normal and expected for mothers to engage in; however, when combined with María’s 
perceived heretical beliefs, they became increasingly problematic. While early modern 
women were not necessarily creating their own written record of their interactions with 
religion, belief, and culture, they were engaging in an oral culture that encapsulated their 
lives in gendered ways. Therefore, Inquisition records allow historians further access to the 
voices of women (and men) which normally would not be recorded. Trial records explore 
many facets of the accused’s life, since Inquisitors asked a variety of questions to determine 
the existence and degree of heresy.  Cases like María’s are particularly revealing because 
they include the procurement and examination of a variety of witnesses, proving that 
individuals’ lives were integrated into the community. This, therefore, makes cases like 
María’s particularly important to gender historians because they allow us to examine women 
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in ways that may not be possible through traditional sources, especially if these individuals 
were not “women worthies” like monarchs and important religious women like Teresa of 
Ávila, for example. Inquisitorial records show what society in general, and religious authority 
in particular, considered threatening among those who were not of aristocratic backgrounds.  
There are problems, however, with using trial records as sources. Often they are 
incomplete with pieces lost. Most importantly, they are written from the perspective of the 
Inquisitors. While they record what the witnesses and accused say in response to questioning, 
they are within an environment where fear, uncertainty, and confusion may colour the 
documents. It is hard to say with complete certainty that these people truly believe what is 
recorded for a few reasons. Those involved in Inquisition trials are responding to previously 
crafted interrogation questions. Further, those accused may have an idea of what Inquisitors 
are seeking and respond in confirmation, rather than with what they actually thought. This is 
especially so when one considers the use of torture. Used not as a form of punishment, but as 
a means of eliciting information, any testimony gleaned would subsequently have to be 
ratified after its completion.45 Though used infrequently, and milder compared to secular 
courts, it would be difficult to ascertain whether the information gathered was entirely 
factual, especially given the fear of pain and the legend built around the act of torture.46 
Secondly, Inquisition trials are recorded by others, not by those who are speaking and 
nuances by vernacular language or dialect may be lost in the official transcription. Finally, 
beyond famous Inquisition trials, much of each person’s existence is only within the record 
with no outside sources to corroborate their testimony.47 This means that scribes may 
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truncate what is said to the barest minimum and most pertinent. Throughout María’s own 
trial, the same wording and set of questions are used, lending a very repetitive nature to it 
with variances depending on witnesses’ responses. That said, Inquisition trials often remain 
the only record available for the exploration of heretics’ lives. María’s case is distinct, 
especially given that her brother Juan de Cazalla was a highly established bishop and was 
secretary to the archbishop, and given the inconclusive conclusion of her trial. The trial also 
brought forth witnesses of varying backgrounds, from servants, to local nobility and scholars 
from the University in Ávila. María is therefore especially interesting because of the 
connections her status and community afforded her. The vast network that María was 
embedded in is what ultimately brought her before the Inquisition, as it provided her with a 
large audience to whom she could spread her heretical beliefs.  
Alumbradismo, mysticism, and women’s religious experiences 
While it is difficult to identify a unifying set of characteristics, since alumbradismo 
was defined in different ways by the Inquisition at different points and in different areas, for 
María and her community, their ideas centered on mysticism, a particularly feminine form of 
religiosity. Mystical practice varied depending on both period and the shape of the beliefs of 
those practicing it. Mystics would often turn inwards to gain closer access to God, with some 
like Teresa of Ávila and Francisca de los Apóstoles experiencing visions or even prophesying 
on matters of state and religion. Others like the alumbrados engaged in mystical practice like 
dejamiento which involved complete abandonment to God and recogimiento which was a 
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gathering up of one’s soul to God.48 Mystical practice was often born out of a desire for a 
“purer interior religion.”49 More importantly, for women, it “provided an escape from many 
restrictions on the thought and behavior of women.”50 Catholic mysticism has a long history 
of female participation reaching back into the Middle Ages with examples like that of 
Catherine of Siena and Hildegard of Bingen.51 Into the early modern period this would 
extend to those like Teresa of Ávila who was commemorated as a saint soon after her death. 
Many of the women who faced the Inquisition for heresy did so regarding mysticism which 
became increasingly suspect. Lucrecia de Leon, arrested by the Inquisition in 1590, 
prophesied concerning politics and Spain’s future from her home in Madrid. Francisca de los 
Apóstoles, from Toledo, was a visionary beata and reformer, with her trial beginning in 
October 1575.  Most women engaging in religious reform faced the long shadow of the 
Inquisition in some fashion, with few being successful in their defense and practice. Each 
woman, like María, challenged ideas of gender, authority, and control in communities that 
reached beyond their cloisters as nuns or as beatas. In doing so, they attempted to create a 
space for themselves to interact with developing religious belief during the Catholic 
Reformation. 
 Early modern Europe provided space for women to act religiously, but under very 
strict parameters. A common avenue was as a nun, however, nuns were required to submit to 
male governing authority. The Council of Trent (1545-1563) would alter how convents 
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functioned, especially with their enclosure; closing women off from the secular world. For 
female religious like beatas and nuns, this would have the greatest effect. Prior to 1545, the 
climate for active women was more fluid which allowed for greater freedom for women, both 
publicly and in terms of vocation as a nun or beata. While the overall intent of the Tridentine 
Council was to respond to criticisms within the Catholic church and address issues of belief, 
administration, and interpretation,52 it also greatly affected women. With the enclosure of 
convents, nuns were ideally meant to be closed off from the public world to focus on their 
religious practice separate from the temptations and potential mishaps from the outside. 
María was active prior to the Council, and therefore benefited from the freedom that 
afforded. Issues that led up to the Council affected her and many other women during this 
period. It is also important to note, that while this was the ideal, it was not always enforced, 
as seen with the case of Teresa of Ávila, who remained publicly active establishing convents 
across Spain even with the strictures encouraging enclosure. Not all women who sought a 
religious life also desired the strict rules and control that often followed. 
Nuns followed particular monastic orders that were bound by strict rules. Yet some 
women desired a religious life that was not as confining. Therefore, a third option was 
available that of a beata, where lay women could devote their lives in service of God in a 
public world normally closed off to them. It is difficult to cite a concise definition of a beata 
since the shape that role took changed depending on the circumstance and situation of each 
woman involved.53 At its most basic core, a beata was “a woman who dedicated herself to 
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God, living by herself or with other women in a community (known as a beaterio), [and] 
sometimes attached to a religious order.”54 How that manifested depended on each woman 
and how they interpreted their role in that regard.  
Both María and Isabel de la Cruz were beatas, with the former married with children 
of middling status and connections to church hierarchy and the latter unmarried of lower 
status. Any woman of any background could access the role of being a beata, and a great 
variety of women became beatas including widows and adolescent girls unable to afford 
convent dowries.55 Many beatas took vows of poverty and chastity and some wore habits 
denoting particular orders that they devoted themselves to. Mary Elizabeth Perry explains 
that the closest counterpart to beatas were male tertiary orders who were deeply associated 
with monasteries and religious orders.56 Many beatas congregated together in private houses, 
but they were not necessarily under the guidance of a confessor or mother superior, like they 
would be if they were cloistered in a nunnery. They also, unlike their male counterparts, 
rarely followed the rules of religious orders.57 Consequently, this posed a problem regarding 
male authority. These women could circumvent any kind of male control through the status 
of beata. Out of control women presented church authorities with a reason for further 
strictures and supervision. Perry explains that “symbolically, women performed roles of 
critical importance to a patriarchal order, signifying virtue and evil, providing a negative foil 
against which men could define themselves, and permitting a justification for male 
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authority.”58 However, because beatas bypassed strictures of control, they helped women 
chisel out an egalitarian access to God that evaded dominance of male church authority and 
ecclesiastical hierarchy.59 Therefore, when women acted outside of religious gender norms, 
they threatened a system of power in which the balance between virtue and evil could be 
upset and cause chaos rather than maintain the social stability that religious and secular 
leaders desired.  Women who sought to enter the religious dialogue surrounding reform could 
do so as a nun. That is, they could exist under the close supervision of a male cleric, away 
from society, especially leading up to the Council of Trent with enclosure of convents. Any 
woman in this period who engaged actively in religious reform outside of established and 
accepted roles as a nun or a mother was simultaneously suspect and threatening. 
“Seen and Not Heard: The Case Against María de Cazalla”  
To explore the argument that María was more of a threat as a woman than merely 
because of her heretical beliefs, the chapters of this thesis are as follows. The first chapter 
explores what it means to be a beata and what religious opportunities were afforded women 
in early modern Spain in the late fifteenth and early sixteenth centuries, leading up to the 
Council of Trent. An examination of María and how she fit within the religious community 
as a laywoman and how she compared to both “successful” and “unsuccessful” women helps 
focus the scope on her perceived transgressions as a woman. This includes those like the 
famous St. Teresa of Ávila, and Sor María de Santo Domingo “La Beata de Piedrahíta” and 
the infamous Francisca de los Apóstoles and those within the scope of María’s own trial, the 
comparatively unsuccessful Francisca Hernandez and Isabel de la Cruz.  The first chapter 
ends with an examination of the problem with the lack of male supervision and how that 
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affected the roles that women could take in early modern Spain in relation to the 
communities of which they were a part. Through comparison to both successful and 
unsuccessful religious women, I argue that María falls within the middle where she employs 
tactics that help her, but also show where she perhaps crossed the line too much. For 
religious women, success lay less with their theology and more with how convincing their 
proposed reforms could be within gendered lines. Failure was informed by an intersection of 
gender ideals and religion. María largely succeeds in defending her own beliefs, however, the 
Inquisition’s goal to silence her beliefs was achieved through sentencing her based on the 
secret messages she passed to fellow alumbrado Bernardino de Tovar. While the Inquisition 
remained unconvinced concerning her own brand of belief and practice the issues they 
perceived were a direct result of both her heretical teachings and the space she occupied as a 
married woman and mother.  
The second chapter examines and explains the ideal structure of male authority 
governing women within the context of church authority. María’s case underscores the fears 
of women as teachers in positions of authority outside of the control of a male governing 
body. In doing so, she represents perceived issues of women’s mental and sexual capabilities; 
that is that they were inverted men and were incapable of acting in ways similar to men. And 
as such, women could not and should not maintain any sort of authority over others, 
especially men. The ideal structure of church authority and its hierarchy lay with the Pope as 
the overarching leader with authority moving downward through bishops and priests, to 
laypersons. In particular, there should be men in positions of power over women, thereby 
governing them in their religious experiences.  The second chapter will end with an 
examination of María’s threatening retention of power over others like alumbrados Isabel de 
la Cruz and Pedro Ruiz de Alcaraz. Using this context, I argue that her heterodox doctrine 
 23 
combined with the influence she wielded as a wll-connected member of a powerful 
community which threatened established authority. This therefore necessitated the 
intervention of the Inquisition which placed María as an integral link between the treatment 
of heresy and gender in early modern Spain. 
This leads to the final chapter, which examines María’s influence within the family 
unit.  In this capacity, María is doubly problematic because of both her inversion of church 
authority, and on a smaller, and more important, scale with family. Chapter three looks at the 
ideal structure of familial authority and how it paralleled ideal church authority with the 
husband overseeing his wife, children, and servants. María herself subverted this through her 
own management of the family, especially that of her children.  For example, she is accused 
of admonishing her children not to marry because no good Christians existed, or not to enter 
convents or monasteries for similar reasons.60 Finally, this chapter will explore how María 
subverts sexual expectations and church teachings regarding chastity, marriage, and virginity 
through various claims made against her. The most prominent being that she lifted the status 
of marriage over that of virginity and that she believed she was closest to God during carnal 
acts than if she “was praying the loftiest prayer in the world.” I argue that María also 
threatened authority within the home and more broadly within her community and therefore 
needed to be re-educated concerning Catholic doctrine on matrimony, marriage, and 
motherhood.  
Altogether these chapters help exemplify issues that Church authorities had with 
women in particular. What makes María’s case different is not her educational background or 
her connections, but simply that she was a married woman. That is her case is exceptional 
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because of her simultaneous status as a beata and her vocation as a wife and mother. 
However, the same issues that the Inquisition and the Church had with María extended to all 
other women, this included her mental capacity and inability to interpret doctrine. 
Furthermore, such issues are also important because they related to their ideal vocations as 
either brides of Christ or as wives and mothers. Therefore, this makes it difficult for women 
to engage in any kind of radical church reform, especially if it deviated from the parameters 
of women’s roles like that of a mother or of a nun within an enclosed convent. Ideology was 
often in conflict with reality and the historiography shows instead a situation where women 
often challenged notions of gender and religion. Further, with women acting in roles 
ideologically unsuited to them, as mothers, wives, political advisors, religious reformers, and 
in secular roles, society was evidently not perfectly organized to reflect an elusive ideal. It is 
not that María’s alleged alumbrada beliefs were purposefully developed to divide from the 
church, but that she sought to engage more directly with faith in her own religion and how it 
interacted with her life socially and culturally. Her case helps historians further examine the 
tension between reality and ideology and how women shaped their roles both within the 
church and the home. For María, the issue was that through her words and actions she 
threatened both church and familial authority and acted outside of the control of male 
influence.  
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Chapter One: The Good, the Bad, and the Holy 
 “...This witness saw María de Cazalla go to the house of the beatas to speak with 
them, at the insistence of Alonso López Sebastian… and she seemed to speak with a great 
deal of wisdom for being a woman.”61  
 In early sixteenth-century Spain, women were especially discouraged from occupying 
a place of authority over men through teaching, especially publicly. Prescriptive literature 
underscored women’s inability to reason logically and therefore their capacity to effectively 
teach was limited by their frailty should therefore be under the power of another.62 María is 
an example of a woman who did not follow social norms. While she did so in ways that were 
more extreme than perhaps the average woman, her case stresses the expectations women 
faced both socially and religiously. That is, women should be either under the guidance of a 
father, husband, or in the case of religious women, a confessor or priest. Instead, through 
rituals like mysticism and other visionary practices, women engaged with religion in wholly 
original ways that concerned their gender as compared to how men interacted with faith. For 
most women like María, marriage and motherhood were the most common vocation. 
However, some women opted for a different path and devoted themselves to religion, either 
as a nun, or less commonly, as a beata. In their roles as nuns and beatas, some women 
considered issues of religious reform. In doing so, these women challenged religious 
discourse at times.  Some women were successful, while others fell outside accepted 
parameters thereby inviting the ire of authorities like the Spanish Inquisition. Beatas and 
nuns alike acted within areas of sanctity that were by their nature difficult to define and, as 
                                                
61 Homza, 114. 
62 John Hilary Martin, “The Ordination of Women and the Theologians in the Middle Ages” in A 
History of Women and Ordination: The Ordination of Women in Medieval Context, ed. Bernard J. Cooke and 
Gary Macy (United States of America: Scarcrow Press, Inc., 2002), 132. 
 26 
religious women, they could as easily cause suspicion as they could secure support. Each 
woman attempted to engage in reform either through humility, obedience, asceticism, or 
penitential practice along with special access to God.63 Both those who were successful and 
those who failed to convince the Inquisition attempted to insert themselves into their 
communities; either in convents, or as beatas in both enclosed and non-enclosed spaces. 
Finally, they also attempted to serve the larger community through prayer, catechism, 
almsgiving, and public service. Their actions, both positive and negative, therefore affected 
more than just their selves individually, but whomever else they could potentially. 
Those like Teresa of Ávila, who were effective in navigating religious reform did so 
under the direction of male confessors and church officials, thereby maintaining expected 
social norms. Teresa of Ávila and Sor María de Santo Domingo contrast women such as 
Francisca de los Apóstoles, Francisca Hernandez, and Isabel de la Cruz who courted the 
disapproval of the Inquisition at the time. For María, the boundary between religious sanctity 
and heresy was a difficult line to negotiate. The limits religious women faced depended on 
the will of the Inquisition, suspicion raised by the Protestant reformation, issues of authority, 
and the reality in which women were believed to be inferior mentally and physically; 
therefore, rendering them incapable of assuming roles normally reserved for men. Those who 
failed in convincing the Inquisition of their reform were “unable to make moral decisions or 
give spiritual guidance” and faced an inability “to balance being faithful to their own 
religious experience and conforming to established and evolving interpretations of virtue and 
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special access to God.”64 They therefore came under the auspices of the Inquisition as it 
attempted to reframe their faith in concordance with  church belief and dogma.  
Examining those who were successful and those who failed helps place María within 
the context of early sixteenth-century Spain as the Inquisition attempted to respond to issues 
of Reform and orthodoxy raised by the Catholic and Protestant Reformations. Such 
examination places María firmly within a highly connected community of women who 
supported each other spiritually and mentally through prayer, discussion, and leadership. The 
religious community afforded to women through both convents and tertiary orders 
paradoxically helped women establish themselves spiritually and raised suspicion against 
them. Success relied on how convincing their brand of reform could be and how well they 
acted within expectations placed on them. For María, her reform did not concern direct 
opposition within the church, but came from a desire to augment Catholic Reform and 
discussion stemming from real and perceived issues that the church both globally and within 
Spain, faced. Ultimately, María’s attempts failed regardless of intent and the problems she 
faced communally stemmed from issues informed both by gender and religion. 
Religious communities 
 In early modern Spain, religious communities created spaces for people who sought 
to engage in religious vocation by a more direct means; one in which they garnered the 
support of those enclosed with them and from confessors and superiors. For many, inclusion 
in such communities allowed people to bypass the other vocation—marriage—and instead 
dedicate themselves to the service of God. Convents theoretically offered women a 
community and an option for those who did not want to marry. According to prescriptive 
literature, one could either marry and hopefully become a mother or enter a convent. Reality, 
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however, shows that many women did not necessarily follow either of these options, instead 
engaging in opportunities that reflected their own experience. Some women chose to be 
single, some chose to fashion non-traditional religious communities within their own spheres, 
and some attempted to create deeper religious significance within marriage.65 While there are 
differences in women’s religious devotion and religious expression, the early modern period 
presented important continuities concerning women’s access to religion. Though there was a 
tightening on available roles, there still remained options for women who did not necessarily 
desire to engage in the traditional vocations available to them: 
First, the convent (or alternate type of informal female community) as a 
force that shapes women’s lives; second women’s special pull towards 
inner vision and the mystical experience; third, the somatic expression of 
religious devotion, as participants in religious exercises and as agents of 
charitable service; finally, women’s resistance to authority, seen in their 
evasion of limits on imagination and movement.66 
 
Regardless of how prescriptive literature attempted to curtail women’s religious 
experience, they remained participants in their own faith and held agency in how 
that manifested, whether as beatas, nuns, or wives. 
Women, as well as men, could observe and engage in religion; however, particular 
barriers presented by ideology and socially developed practice presented limits that some 
women attempted to overcome either independently or often with the support of their 
communities. Community in this sense was more than religious convents and monasteries, it 
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also extended to the circles people created within their homes, extended family, and the areas 
in which they lived. For some women how that engagement demonstrated aligned with 
traditionally supported vocations through convents and dedication as nuns. With others, 
barriers like cost and lack of familial connection shaped their religious community in non-
traditional ways. With respect to all women who attempted to engage in religious reform and 
practice, their actions affected not just themselves, but also the other women with whom they 
met (either in convents or their homes), their families, and their local parishes. Further, 
changes wrought by the Catholic Reformation affected early modern Spanish religious 
women. 
Nuns experienced the religious reforms of the Catholic Reformation, like the Council 
of Trent held between 1545 and 1563, more stringently than beatas. Specifically, nuns within 
Spain encountered increasing pressure to enclose themselves from the secular world. Even 
prior to the Council of Trent, during the late fifteenth century, with the help of Cardinel 
Ximenez, Isabel and Ferdinand encouraged reform and enclosure for convents. While church 
reforms were aimed all levels of the clergy, a gendered aspect informed these decisions in 
that “they believed required immediate correction of female houses.”67 Allyson M. Poska and 
Elizabeth A. Lehfeldt argue that “Reformers sought a two-pronged approach to enclosure. 
First they wanted to institute active enclosure, which completely prohibited nuns from 
leaving the cloister. They also sought the enforcement of passive enclosure, which regulated 
the access of outsiders to the cloister.”68 Most convents resisted enclosure; however, the 
result of increasing pressure to do so prevented many convents from providing services to 
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secular supporters. Enclosure was a threat since convents required access to patrons and 
maintaining a visible presence within the local economy to retain financial stability.69 Despite 
how permeable the boundary of claustration proved to be for convents, it provided a new 
need for those laypersons who desired to evoke a religious life outside of convents: through 
atypical means, beatas helped fulfill other religious needs of secular society via their 
provision of spiritual guidance and advice both to fellow religious laypersons and to their 
larger communities. 
Not all women who attempted to reform the early modern Spanish Church did so 
through typical means like marriage or enclosure in convents. While theoretically convents 
were accessible to all women, barriers like cost prevented many from even attempting such a 
vocation. Like marriage contracts, convents required dowry payments upon entering and not 
all families who sought to enter their daughters into convents could afford the cost.  
Jacqueline Holler argues that “the most decided characteristic of sixteenth-century women’s 
monasticism was its general exclusivity... an option for the elite, first restricted to the 
nobility, and then, after about the twelfth century, admitting non-noble members of the elite 
as well.”70 Holler’s crux of Escogidas Plantas is the alienating potential of cost, especially 
concerning the necessary dowry to enter. Therefore, because of both the domination of 
conventual life by noblewomen and the practical requirement of dowries, “most women of 
middling and lower social status had no chance to enter religion.”71 For women like 
Francisca Hernandez and Isabel de la Cruz, who were of a lower socio-economic 
background, another option, different from both marriage and conventual dedication, existed. 
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 A second option available to women seeking a religious life was to become a beata, a 
tertiary order of sorts that was available to women closed off from traditional monastic 
avenues. The position of beata allowed women to devote their lives to religious service and 
orders that were not bound to a convent and thereby allowed lower class women and married 
women to circumvent the available traditional options.  How a beata manifested depended 
entirely on the specific circumstances and the woman herself who sought to dedicate her life 
in such a fashion. At its simplest a beata was one who aspired to dedicate her life to God, 
similar to a monk or nun, either living by herself or in a community, and was in some cases 
attached to a particular religious order that resonated with her.72 It is important to consider 
that the expression of a beata’s life also depended on economic factors with the living 
conditions varying widely for each beata. As Holler states, “a beata could live in retirement 
within her own home; she might live with others in a community, but without clausura; 
(cloistering) or she might live a virtually monastic life in a cloistered community.”73 The 
issue for beatas, however, was that there were “no firm rules for what constituted a beaterio, 
or, indeed, a beata.”74 Nuns and beatas were similar in many ways, but the biggest difference 
was that nuns existed within a strictly controlled community of women under the guidance of 
church officials with rules and ordinances imposed by a church hierarchy while beatas lived 
outside convents within the public sphere. Beatas, as Holler argues, “were an intermediate 
group between the world and the convent.”75 They helped provide services that cloistered 
nuns had more difficulty doing as the sixteenth century progressed and the Council of Trent 
took effect. While Holler’s study pertains to Mexico, the same ideals and foundation that 
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beatas in Iberia faced, were imported to the colonies. Her argument that “being a beata [as] 
an approved and admired mode of life, continuing not only in sanctity but also service” was 
integral to the religious and secular community.76 That is some “even felt that beatas were 
more worthy than nuns.”77 Regardless of how religious women shaped their vocational 
experience, changes wrought by the Reformation and subsequently the Council of Trent 
affected both their daily and religious lives.  
 For beatas, religious communities could play a crucial role. Some beatas gathered in 
religious houses in communities similar to what convents offered. Mary Elizabeth Perry 
argues that religious communities composed of beatas allowed women to gain a special 
status through their voluntary poverty. In doing so it freed beatas from the material 
restrictions of the world, especially that of convents and dowries.78 Even further, beatas 
enjoyed a greater freedom of movement and personal expression since they acted outside of 
the influence of husbands or convents.79 It is important to note that beatas flourished so 
strongly through the first half of the sixteenth century because of strong religious support 
from influential clergymen like Isabel I’s confessor Francisco Ximénez de Ciseros (1436-
1517) who supported religious laywomen like María de Santo Domingo, known as the Beata 
of Piedrahíta.80 María de Santo Domingo was renowned for mystical visions, prophecy, and 
for her patrons: King Ferdinand I of Aragon and the Duke of Alba. In a reciprocal move, 
beatas provided religiously minded people an opportunity to support them through alms and 
gifts. Even further, some religious donors would request a burial in the garments worn by 
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both monks and beatas.81 Similar to the services provided by nuns, many beatas attracted 
supporters through the spiritual advice and guidance that they offered.82 Through the prayers 
they offered along with the mystical visions they experienced, these women  garnered 
support among Spain’s elite. 
 Beatas remained an integral part of the communities in which they lived, where they 
engaged in multiple functions which they performed both for themselves and others. While 
beatas in the New World experienced more freedom because of a greater need for their work 
to help tame the landscape, as discussed by Jacqueline Holler, beatas offered incredibly 
important support in the urban centres of the Iberian Peninsula.83 Beatas could provide 
spiritual inspiration, like María de Santo Domingo as “the beata of Piedrahíta,” through 
engagement in mystical practices like visions and ecstasies.84 Others like Juana de la Cruz 
were said to be associated with miracles performed at shrines and to possess prophetic 
powers.85 As beatas, their dedication to poverty and religious devotion allowed many to 
engage in communal prayer and good works which in turn, as Perry argues, allowed them to 
associate with traditional Christian asceticism which many believed necessary to truly know 
God.86 Given their freedom to move within the community, beatas could perform functions 
that became increasingly difficult for nuns to participate in with the enclosure of convents. 
Beatas were therefore deeply involved in their respective communities performing supportive 
and charitable roles.87 Like nuns and other religious orders, beatas offered early modern 
Spanish communities an important service as Spain’s economic and political landscape 
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shifted to accommodate new ideas and the expansion of empire into the New World. Yet, the 
service that beatas rendered was not necessarily without suspect. 
 Many beatas worked independently outside of the influence and control of convents, 
monasteries, or other religious orders. Even in the New World where the landscape more 
positively welcomed beatas and the services they provided, their independence could court 
the scrutiny of both the church and political leaders.88 Those that operated under the close 
supervision of the church were the most successful in terms of engaging reform and 
negotiating a patriarchal world that limited the actions that women could undertake. 
However, those beatas who acted outside the influence of proper authorities risked incurring 
the attention of the Inquisition under charges of heresy. Ideologically women were meant to 
operate under the guidance of a male confessor or member of their household. Reality often 
shows that this was not the case and that some women like Teresa of Ávila could, and did, 
fashion an independent life in conjunction with maintaining the proper channels of authority. 
But not all beatas who attempted to do so were successful. It was not necessarily that women 
engaged in heterodoxy, but that they did so independently of a confessor or the guidance of 
members of the clergy. Women who negotiated the demands of a patriarchal world did so 
with the alliance and help of important clergymen. Beatas who attempted to operate outside 
such limited structures therefore garnered more attention. This is especially crucial if their 
actions were paired with heterodoxy. This was especially so if these women took on positions 
of authority normally reserved for men. Stacey Schlau explores this in relation to María and 
other alumbradas with her examination of heresy. Schlau scrutinizes the idea of women as 
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leaders with her examination of María in which the Toledo Alumbrados led by Isabel de la 
Cruz, Francisca Hernandez, and María inverted the traditional hierarchy of men as teachers 
and women as followers. Schlau’s examination explores the threat that women as teachers 
posed in a society based on the ideological need for the control of women as inferior rational 
creatures to men.89 Some beatas acted and behaved within expected confines as women. Yet, 
there were others like Isabel de la Cruz and Francisca Hernandez who flouted issues of 
authority and posed a clear threat. 
With the increasing changes wrought by the Protestant and Catholic Reformations 
along with the dialogue leading to the Council of Trent, a discussion of authority, how it 
manifested, and the soundness of new theological concepts grew in importance. Olwen 
Hufton outlines the changes that women experienced as the Reformations of the early 
sixteenth century shifted the perception of women’s place in society. She argues that 
“religious reform provided the rhetoric to insist that the proper place for a woman was in the 
home under patriarchal control.”90  Hufton’s text aligns with arguments put forward by 
Hardwick, Vollendorf, and Schlau. Women’s spirituality could be rendered false, especially 
concerning their supposed propensity to the devil’s temptations and their weak moral 
character. Like Schlau argues, “Holy lay women were considered especially dangerous by 
early modern church officials; it was a short step from the designation of beata to being 
named ilusas (false visionaries).”91 The ideal for women was virginity with service to God as 
cloistered nuns; this was strengthened by the Council of Trent which expected orders of nuns 
to cloister themselves. In reality many women found opportunities to challenge expectations; 
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nuns resisted cloistering and famously Teresa of Ávila travelled throughout Spain 
establishing convents for women. For those who were successful, it appeared that they 
invoked models “that may appear at first only to reinforce women’s subordination to their 
male relatives or authorities.”92 That is, women responded to various types of models in 
different ways where they sometimes “passively accepted those models imposed on them by 
male authorities; other times, women actively assumed, transformed, or rejected those 
models.”93 Looking at other scholars’ work we can see how authority or a lack of it affected 
the lives of women like María in early modern Spain. Corteguera and Vincente argue that a 
“lack of authority in the home and the community could endow women with extraordinary 
moral and spiritual authority.”94 Such appropriation broadened opportunities for early 
modern women as they sought to gain meaning from religion traditionally controlled by men. 
Religion provided an avenue for women where they could create new meanings 
through the adaptation of available “existing rules and symbols” in the struggle to find 
meaningful religious experiences.95 However, beatas, which included María did not 
necessarily exist under the authority of male confessors or priests, and even more threatening 
many were not married as they served in very public spaces. Beatas “lived outside the 
discipline and physical space of convents, and were only voluntarily subject to ecclesiastic 
control.”96 As beatas, these women exercised “a certain kind of autonomy of thought and 
movement not readily available to their professed sisters.”97 Women like María, Isabel de la 
Cruz, Francisca Hernandez, and Marí Núñez engaged in public spectacle which “undercut 
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clerical authority and overturned male dominance.”98 By doing so they represented a threat to 
both the Inquisition and their communities. 
To understand the simultaneous threat and benefit that María  posed to her 
community, she must be placed within the tradition of religiously minded women. Some like 
Teresa of Ávila became famous for religious reform within the Carmelite order regarding the 
conventual life to which nuns prescribed themselves. Others engaging with Catholic life as 
beatas courted a thin line between heretic and holy, like Sor María of Santo Domingo, “La 
Beata de Piedrahíta.” These women compare to those who failed in their attempts to engage 
with a religion that necessitated change between its own Reformation and its response to the 
Protestant Reformation. María’s experience compares to the failures of Francisca de los 
Apóstoles, Francisca Hernandez, and Isabel de la Cruz who all experienced the negative 
effects of the Inquisition’s examination into their religious lives. The latter three women 
portray how delicate the balance was for beatas and female mystics in sixteenth century 
Spain.  
“Good” religious women 
 A few beatas and religious women were successful in enacting reform and working 
within their community. Those who were widely successful regarding religious reform or 
dedicating their lives to religion did so under the supervision of church authorities, 
particularly a male cleric. While the dynamic of a male confessor and female beata or nun 
could pose a risk in terms of modesty, these women were still acting under the guidance and 
control of a male authority figure, thereby adhering to traditional expectations for women not 
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to work independently, but rather conform to a hierarchy of authority in which men were on 
top and women held positions of subservience. For both beatas and nuns, confessors 
occupied a central role in their religious and spiritual lives. Confessors wielded a significant 
amount of authority in their lives and would guide and reprimand women as needed. As such, 
religious women and their confessors often developed close relationships which could be 
exploited to the confessor’s benefit.99  
With the progress of Reform and the changes wrought by humanist thinking and 
debates leading to the Council of Trent in the sixteenth century, authority and obedience took 
on stronger tones. For women, the commandment, “honour thy father and mother” was 
expanded further with obedience given to all hierarchies and an obligation to authority, both 
familial and religious.100 Regardless of which religious career a woman attempted to occupy, 
it was fundamental that their faith manifested based on chastity, fortitude and obedience.101 It 
was their very behavior on which women could be uplifted or discredited. For beatas, their 
independence and potential lack of governing authority through a confessor posed an 
incredible risk; both to themselves and their community. If left ungoverned, a beata could 
potentially express heterodox ideas and spread them to neighbors, friends, family and other 
community members. Conversely, the relationship between a confessor and nun or beata also 
posed certain risks. If they became too close, a beata could be accused of seducing her 
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confessor and attempting to control him through sexual means.102 A confessor in turn could 
be accused of taking advantage of a woman under his care and governance.103 Ultimately this 
presented a particular double-edged sword for religious women, especially those engaging in 
faith in unorthodox ways. For each woman it depended on her individual case, who in her 
community would witness for her defense, and if the Inquisition believed her and her 
confessor. Despite one’s status as a beata or a nun, women faced real consequences if they 
failed to convince their communities and more importantly, the Church, that their brand of 
faith was legitimate. 
María de Santo Domingo 
 One of the most successful beatas was Sor María of Santo Domingo, who lived and 
worked in the early sixteenth century in Piedrahíta, near Ávila, Spain. She was born between 
1470 and 1475, and associated herself with the Dominican monastery of Santo Domingo. She 
never took formal vows, but acted as a tertiary who was affiliated with the order. At first she 
joined a beaterio of Santo Catalina before moving to a beaterio of the same name in Ávila.104 
Though Sor María came from humble origins, she would become famous for her prophetic 
visions and raptures as a charismatic holy woman where she faced criticism concerning these 
and her behaviour with male clerics.105 However, she was examined by a commission from 
the pope who exonerated her of all charges and found free of guilt. Sor María provides an 
important contrast to other religious women. Her case and the doubts surrounding the 
veracity of her visions and prophecies along with her intentions as a beata help bridge the 
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gap between women like Teresa of Ávila and María. Sor María continued to enjoy the 
support of prominent church members, much to her benefit when the Inquisition investigated 
her and ultimately deemed her words and actions genuine. The success of Sor María also 
hinged on the beliefs she espoused in a period defined by intense religious change with the 
eruption of the Protestant and Catholic Reformations. 
A large portion of Sor Maria’s successful defense was the manifestation of her 
Catholic beliefs. Mary E. Giles argues that the defense of Sor Maria’s raptures were aided by 
the fact that “she revealed herself to a faithful Christian and Catholic, for every word she 
uttered in rapture was in conformity with the Church’s teaching and her prayers were for the 
welfare of the vicar of the Church.”106 These helped María de Santo Domingo and her 
supporters defend her and her visions. María de Santo Domingo’s experience and perceived 
success helps understand how and when women could be successful in terms of church 
reform and being active participants. During her raptures she was able to answer questions 
posed by learned men concerning theology, scripture, sacraments, and life in hell, purgatory, 
and heaven.107 Finally, like Teresa of Ávila, Sor María attempted to impose stricter reform on 
the Order to which she prescribed. All of these attracted dissenters wary of Sor Maria’s 
influence. Ultimately, the connections that Sor María gained within the church and 
community among the male populace helped her maintain innocence and stave off guilt. 
 Sor María employed a tactic similar to that of Teresa of Ávila in crafting a defense 
that worked to her benefit. Like Alison Weber’s identification of Ávila’s tactic of a “rhetoric 
of femininity,” Sor María maintained something similar in her own writing of the Book of 
Prayer. Doing so helped Sor María because her tactic employed a tradition developed by 
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previous women like Catherine of Siena and Hildegard of Bingen. Sixteenth-century 
religious women inherited a tradition shaped by the fusing of mystical and feminine practice 
that allowed religious women a connection with God and Christ separate from how men 
interacted with religion. Caroline Walker Bynum explores such mysticism and femininity in 
conjunction with the body and food in her monograph Holy Feast and Holy Fast: The 
Religious Significance of Food to Medieval Women. Religious women, Bynum argues, “were 
not usually directly in touch with abstract theology or philosophical speculation... but they 
nonetheless reflected in their visions a general sense of body as necessary for salvation. The 
same authors who lifted bodily agony toward the divine through metaphors of love, marriage, 
sweet tasting, and delight also spoke of the glories of matter and creation.”108 Early modern 
women’s experiences were shaped by the lives of Saints and holy women who lived in the 
centuries prior. Bynum argues, which Ronald E. Surtz affirms in his examination of Mother 
Juana de la Cruz’s mystical experience, that “the goal of religious women was thus to realize 
the opportunity of physicality.”109 Surtz argues that religious women strove “not to eradicate 
body but to mere their own humiliating and painful flesh with that flesh whose agony, 
espoused by choice, was salvation.. [that by] luxuriating in Christ’s physicality, they found 
there the lifting up—the redemption—of their own.”110 This is important because similarly to 
Juana de la Cruz, Sor Maria’s experience clearly reflects a distinctive pattern replicated to 
adhere to that of previous women who were successful in mediating a holy life. Like 
medieval mystics, Sor Maria’s choices reflect a conscious decision to imitate Christ. In doing 
so, she reflected an ideal ladder of authority by putting oneself under Christ as desired by the 
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Catholic church. Sor Maria, did not attempt to lift others, especially those living around her, 
above important figures like the saints or Christ himself.  
 While successful female religious figures like Teresa of Ávila and Sor María de Santo 
Domingo exerted a certain kind of agency, there also existed reciprocal relationships between 
them and male authority figures in the church. These relationships helped protect them from 
the purview of the Inquisition and in some cases, helped successfully defend them. However, 
some religious women and beatas risked further investigation if those relationships were 
perceived as inappropriate since many unsuccessful beatas were accused of engaging in 
sexually deviant practices with male confessors, priests, and laypersons. It is important to 
note that these relationships were not one-sided, but rather reciprocal with both parties 
benefitting. Jodi Bilinkoff argues that relations between the Sor María and her patrons “were 
highly reciprocal, if not egalitarian in nature.”111 Sor Maria’s visions and prophecies fell 
within a spectrum of ideology that helped maintain hegemonic ideas within Spain and 
supported ventures that political and religious authorities like King Ferdinand endorsed. This 
therefore afforded women like Sor María their support which helped protect her and shield 
her from possible doubts surrounding issues of ideology and belief within her ideas and 
visions. Such interconnected religious persons exemplified how difficult and how important 
it was to maintain positive connections. When necessary, one could call on witnesses to 
prove the orthodoxy of one’s behaviours and religious beliefs. In Sor María’s case, Cisneros, 
the former confessor of Isabel I, helped defend her when the Inquisition investigated the 
nature of her visions and prophecies. These alliances were important in a period that lacked a 
divide between the secular and religious and where any and all interactions could be 
scrutinized by the authorities within the setting of the Inquisition and its attempts to eradicate 
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heresy and educate on what proper Catholic dogma and belief should look like. Sor María’s 
example helped lay the foundation for succeeding religious women like Teresa of Ávila who 
reformed the Carmelite order as a nun. Similar to beatas however, Teresa engaged in reform 
that was incredibly public as she travelled around Spain establishing new convents. 
Teresa of Ávila 
Beatified and established as a saint forty years after her death on October 4th, 1582, 
Teresa de Ahumada who would later become better known as Teresa of Ávila or Saint Teresa 
of Jesus, engaged in a series of reforms throughout her lifetime. Teresa’s reforms within the 
Carmelite order represent success within the confines of established social order with Teresa 
working as a nun, under the close supervision of the church. As a nun of the Carmelite order, 
Teresa of Ávila engaged in numerous reforms that helped shape the order in its current form 
and her success boosted her popularity in such a way that after she quickly gained the status 
of saint in 1622, a mere forty years after her death. During her life, Teresa enacted reforms in 
response to issues of monastic endowment, social frivolity, and finally issues of familial 
lineage and power within convents. Instead of supporting the traditional means of exerting 
power and influence, Teresa’s reforms “represented a daring alternative to the fundamentally 
aristocratic style of spirituality articulated in Ávila during the first decades of the sixteenth 
century.”112 Like other beatas, Teresa’s simple lifestyle evoked something strikingly similar: 
that of voluntary poverty and interior mental prayer.113 In turn, Teresa was also deeply 
impressed by humanist thinkers and reform movements, both secular and religious. Teresa 
was particularly influenced by Jesuit practice in which they specialized in public preaching 
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and serving as intermediaries for various social groups.114 They further emphasized “internal 
mortification” as compared to exterior mortification through acts of corporal penance. That is 
they underlined the use of the senses, religious imagination, and a knowledge of the self as 
espoused by Loyola.115 Ultimately, Teresa “attempted to adapt the features of apostolic 
service, religious autonomy, mental prayer, and asceticism, and the reception of direct 
religious experience, to a female, monastic, and contemplative context.”116 More importantly, 
however, was “her ability to combine the structure and discipline of institutional reform with 
the emotion and spiritual authority of the beata [which] resulted in the reform of the 
Carmelite order, one of the great achievements of the Counter-Reformation, and Ávila’s most 
enduring legacy.”117 Such attempts at enacting reform, especially so publicly and in many 
cases independently carried inherent risks. It was Teresa’s style and rhetoric and how she 
presented herself in her writings, and likely in person, that allowed her to remain successful 
where other beatas failed. 
Teresa’s defense, while maintaining proper channels of authority with her confessor 
coupled with what Weber calls a “rhetoric of femininity.”118 Weber uses this to explore 
Teresa’s self-depreciation, where as a woman, she “exploited certain stereotypes about 
women’s character and language.”119  Essentially, Teresa anticipated how she thought the 
Church perceived women to speak and wrote in response to that.120 By presenting such an 
image of herself, Teresa was able to push the allowable boundaries for women in early 
modern Spain. Like María, Teresa lived and worked within a close community, members of 
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which knew her intimately and could vouch for her character, and her beliefs. For Teresa, 
this was important after the Council of Trent where nuns were meant to be cloistered and not 
working publicly. Weber’s analysis of Teresa and her writing reveals how ideas of gender, 
women’s role as imperfect community members and uncontrollable versions of men were 
integral to Teresa’s crafted defense. Weber argues that “Teresa did not write for an invisible 
public. She wrote for specific men and women, most of whom she knew well. The solitary 
act of writing was inevitably an expression of social relationships, frequently ones with a 
problematical distribution of power.”121 Teresa existed within a community of women as a 
nun, but also that of men as a visionary religious woman with specific ideas of reform. That 
is Teresa’s writing, like Weber argues, was self-conscious, defensive, affiliative, and 
subversive so as to break the silence imposed on women within the Church by the apostle 
Paul.122 Teresa possessed the necessary theological background to successfully craft a 
rhetoric that simultaneously affirmed women’s subordination to male authority, while 
helping to reform the Carmelite order in a non-threatening manner.123 Teresa’s success 
therefore lay not only with her theological beliefs and manner of writing, but also while 
maintaining the proper chain of authority through her status as a Carmelite nun. 
Teresa’s experience, however, is vastly different than that of María’s; the former 
being a single woman dedicated to God’s service as a nun, and the latter a married woman. 
María’s status as a wife, and more importantly, how she interacted with religion was defined 
by her vocation not just as a wife and but also as a mother. Both women, therefore, 
represented the potential problems surrounding women as teachers in a public setting. Teresa 
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was deliberate and careful in presenting herself in the memoirs commissioned by the Catholic 
Church. She assumed a feminine rhetoric with “all the paradoxes, the self-depreciation, the 
feigned ignorance and incompetence, the deliberate obfuscation and ironic humour [which] 
produced the desired perlocutionary effect.”124 Teresa’s navigation of patriarchal ideas and 
construction of gender in conjunction with maintaining proper lines of authority in early 
modern Spain allowed her to be successful where other female visionaries were not. 
Visionaries like María  and others attempted to engage in religion in similar ways but failed 
to convince the Church of their brand of religion. Each beata’s experience differed 
depending on how they were viewed and how threatening their perceived heterodox ideas 
were. Ultimately, Teresa worked within the confines of a church that both challenged and 
reaffirmed notions of place and gender. 
“Bad” beatas 
 In a period defined by discussion of women’s place and role within the church, 
Beatas and tertiaries attempted to express their own religious spirituality and belief. These 
women often came under the scrutiny of the Catholic Church and Inquisition in a negative 
lens. This largely concerned questions of morality, sexuality, and authority. A woman acting 
outside expectations outlined for a woman increased possible scrutiny and made her suspect. 
Women like Francisca de los Apóstoles, Francisca Hernandez, and Isabel de la Cruz all 
envisioned change for the Catholic church in feminine ways through visions, mysticism, and 
service to the community. These women also feature issues of wealth and poverty in light of 
the lack of space available for women without the necessary dowry payments to enter 
convents. While women like Teresa of Ávila were successful in potentially opening convents 
for women from all financial backgrounds, there remained the stark reality that many women 
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simply could not afford the mandated fees that convents needed to survive, and for others the 
idea of enclosure was not attractive. Dedicating one’s life as a beata was a viable option for 
those like Isabel de la Cruz who would traditionally have been cut off from convent life due 
to a lack of finances. Such a widening access to religious orders opened the community to 
women of all backgrounds, giving women more options and power to decide on the course of 
their lives: either as religious women or perhaps the accepted manner of marriage and 
motherhood.  
 Beaterios therefore offered women a new choice that precluded them from a 
dependence on men and interference of the church.125 In a sense, it offered women like 
Francisca Hernandez and Isabel de la Cruz more agency in that they could personally choose 
to forgo a traditional expression of female religious vocation. However, similarly it made 
them more suspect if they interacted with reform and mysticism in ways that were more 
radical and more independent than what Church officials like the Inquisition desired. This 
was particularly so in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries where “definitions of 
spirituality adversely affected women who had enjoyed relative freedom with regard to 
mystical and unconventional religiosity before the Counter-Reformation.”126 The rise of 
religious women’s involvement with the Inquisition is therefore not surprising as the attempt 
to more strictly define Catholicism in response to the Protestant and Catholic Reformations 
limited the roles to women and the scope available within them. While there are many beatas 
and religious women who encountered the Inquisition, studying Francisca de los Apóstoles, 
Francisca Hernández, and Isabel de la Cruz provides a foil against those like Teresa of Ávila 
and Sor María de Santo Domingo, who were incredibly successful and popular within their 
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religiosity and reform. María  is not just compared against those who acted properly within 
the lens of religious reform and movement, but also those who failed. The trial against María 
was not only that of one woman’s experience, but one of many interconnected together 
through series of reforms, ideas, and experience. 
Francisca de los Apóstoles 
 In 1575, Francisca de los Apóstoles, then 36, was brought before the Inquisition on 
charges of alumbradismo. Living in a post-Tridentine world, Francisca and her sister, Isabel, 
attempted to incorporate ideals of enclosure into their endeavour to fashion a community for 
women of all backgrounds. Francisca’s case is fascinating because the initial community 
support she and her sister possessed was eventually rejected as they came under greater 
suspicion for their mystical beliefs and visions. Francisca herself was suspect as she 
attempted to lead a group of women and establish a convent for women, specifically widows 
and potential prostitutes, in Toledo.127 Gillian Ahlgren’s translation of the trial and letters 
sent between the sisters emphasizes how personal the desire for reform was even among 
women. Their letters also stress how deeply connected and reliant both sisters were on each 
other. They reveal the dangers that women who assumed too much power could attract to 
themselves. Ahlgren argues in her essay on Francisca that her “visions became the focal point 
of her inquisitorial trial” since they were the focal point of her religious authority.128 
Francisca used her visions to help promote her own ideas of reform within Catholicism.  
Like Isabel de la Cruz and Teresa of Ávila, reformist ideals were central to the vows 
Francisca took as a beata. Ahlgren states that “they reveal that she understood Christ’s life on 
earth, much like her own, to be one of repeated conflict with demonic forces, to which he 
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responded by continually calling humanity toward greater virtue.”129 Ultimately, the model of 
reform that Isabel and Francisca based their houses and order on introduced women as that of 
intercessors or agents in a redemptive process which “continually invites all humanity into a 
greater imitation of Christ.”130 This more personal model was similar to that of Teresa’s and 
the alumbrados’ focus on inner reflection and mental prayer. As Ahlgren argues, Francisca’s 
new role for her beatas as intercessors and redemptors thereby raised them above known 
authorities similar to the positions held by the saints.131 Such a model promoted the 
possibility to ignore the intercessory nature of priest and confessor since it allowed women to 
be their own agents in their own redemptive process. This together with concerns about 
Francisca’s charismatic appeal garnered negative attention which ultimately led to an 
investigation and intercession on their efforts to establish a convent by the Inquisition. 
Ahlgren argues that Francisca’s visions attempted to circumvent established structures of 
authority. She states that “Francisca’s visionary prayers, which were experienced in one of 
the main chapels of the cathedral and which included bodily manifestations and prophetic 
utterances, had the potential to galvanize support.”132 It was not only that Francisca’s visions 
were potentially heterodox, but that they also attempted to subvert existing authority 
structures in their efforts to create a new community through the establishment of the 
convent. Clearly if one sought to engage in religious reform from within the Catholic Church, 
it needed to align with Church doctrine and orthodoxy without upsetting existing structures 
of authority. 
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 Francisca, and by extension her sister Isabel, highlight how the Inquisition was a tool 
used to respond to issues of heterodoxy and reform, not just authority. That is “the Spanish 
Inquisition was an excellent filter for movements like Francisca’s which were clearly 
different from other examples of Castilian Tridentine reforms” and that “the inquisitorial 
tribunal of Toledo seemed the logical place to suppress her reforming activities.”133 
Francisca’s case underscores the importance of perception and the role that the Inquisition 
played regarding the success of reformist activities. It did not matter if Francisca held that the 
beliefs and activities of herself and Isabel were “to be very Catholic and true” but that the 
Inquisitorial tribunal considered them to be “simply untrue and contrary to the gospel and 
Christian doctrine.”134 Regardless of the fact that Francisca and her sister Isabel sought to 
open a beaterio for women of all social backgrounds and classes, particularly prostitutes, 
their reforms were enacted during a time of turbulent change as early modern Spain shifted in 
response to external forces.135 Both women acted in a time where to their contemporaries, 
“they probably seemed either superfluous in light of other religious orders already in 
existence, or worse, threatening to the new ecclesiastical order in Toledo.”136 It is ironic that 
Francisca de los Apóstoles so failed in broadening the religious opportunities for women 
since her case underlines Francisca Hernandez’s who lacked the necessary funds to enter a 
convent. 
Francisca Hernandez 
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 Francisca Hernandez (investigated in 1519), and by extension Isabel de la Cruz 
(officially examined in 1524), exemplify the potential danger in choosing to devote their 
lives to religion through being beatas. The option of becoming a beata allowed these women 
to access religion in ways that thwarted a system based on economic power. These women 
relied on their own resources and created a religious model of life by placing themselves in 
communities together via beaterios.137 Existing outside the confines of convents and 
therefore uncloistered and able to interact with the secular community, Cruz and Hernandez 
offered religious service through prayer and fasting. Around 1515 Hernandez was preaching 
in Salamanca to the laity and clerics and grew in popularity in the Valladolid area among 
men and women.138 Her brand of religion relied more on a personal interaction and 
relationship with God than, as Mary E. Giles argues, on external practice and a strict 
adherence to church dogma and doctrine.139 Hernandez’s popularity and as Giles argues, her 
questionable friendships with men heightened suspicions against her.140 This coupled with 
her belief in the more efficacious nature of mental prayer as compared to memorized 
recitation increased suspicion against her, of which the Inquisition was increasingly 
suspicious with its lack of focus on exterior acts. Hernandez was well connected within the 
spiritual community she fashioned around herself. It was her relationships and friendships 
with people like María  that allow historians to examine her. Much of her own trial was lost 
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and what information we have is available second hand through other suspected heretics’ 
trials.141 
 The information left from Hernandez’ trial exists within María’s trial since her 
testimony was integral to María’s arrest and the investigation for heresy. In the excerpts 
provided, sexual deviance was among the main focusses of the Inquisition’s investigation of 
Hernandez and the religious role she played in the community of Valladolid. One witness 
claimed that all communication on the part of Hernandez was “evil and of the flesh.”142 The 
same witness also claimed that Hernandez and Antonio de Medrano “hid themselves and 
avoided other people in order to communicate and arrange their business” with the intention 
being “carnal, so that people would hold both of them as saints.. [and] to acquire fame for 
being holy.”143 The charges against Hernandez were similar to that of Isabel de la Cruz who 
was supposedly held as greater than the saints by followers like María. The services offered 
by Hernandez were clearly problematic which posed a danger to the religious community 
since her brand of religion was conflated with possibly deviant sexual practices. Hernandez’ 
perceived actions confirmed her inheritance as a daughter of Eve. That is, as Eve’s daughter, 
Hernandez confirmed ideas of women as inherently sinful and tempters of men. Hernandez’s 
actions existed in the context of leading others astray through temptation and carnal appetite. 
This was especially heightened with the friendships she developed among men like Antonio 
de Medrano who witnesses stated was excessively devoted to Hernandez and Francisco Ortez 
who was so heavily dependent on her advice and mediation between himself and God that 
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“he even declined the post of court preacher on her advice.”144 Hernandez’s experience helps 
identify issues of authority within the communal relationships that religious women 
attempted to create. Though she attempted to gain allies through powerful men, Hernandez 
remained suspect concerning issues of the flesh which the Inquisition deemed troubling. Like 
Giles states, it does not matter whether it was true, but that she was caught between 
perception and pushing the boundary of religious vocation too far.145 
Isabel de la Cruz 
 Isabel de la Cruz’s experience mirrors that of Francisca Hernandez. Very little of 
Isabel’s life is known, due to the fact that her trial did not survive. Around 1512, she left her 
family to preach as a Franciscan tertiary in Guadalajara.146 Arrested in 1524, her trial 
developed in light of her former follower, Marí Nuñez’s accusations and 1519 denouncement 
against her. Isabel de la Cruz’s trial and encounter with the Inquisition indicate an increasing 
distrust of “unlettered women.” Alison Weber argues that previously a “woman’s humble 
ignorance was no obstacle to spiritual knowledge--ignorance could even give a woman the 
moral advantage.”147 Yet, for Cruz, her trial indicates numerous issues that one could face if 
they, like Cruz, were uneducated and possessed too much influence over others. As the leader 
of the developing sect of alumbradismo, Cruz was associated with the Franciscan order and 
emphasized the practice of dejamiento. This practice involved an abandonment or complete 
surrender to the love of God which in turn made no requirement of church ceremony or 
sacrament. These beliefs, which followers of Cruz, like María, asserted aligned with Church 
dogma, unfortunately developed in response to Protestant ideas, especially in the context of a 
                                                
144 Giles, “Francisca Hernandez and the Sexuality of Religious Dissent,” in Women of the 
Inquisition, 80 and 86. 
145 Ibid., 96. 
146 Hamilton, 25. 
147 Weber, 26. 
 54 
governing religious body that sought to encourage orthodox belief on the Iberian 
Peninsula.148 
 Following the Protestant and Catholic Reformations along with the threats that beatas 
like Isabel de la Cruz posed to developing hegemonic beliefs, the Spanish Inquisition sought 
to further restrict the role available to the laity, particularly those that were female and 
uneducated. Weber argues that following increased opposition against charismatic practices 
and beliefs which alumbrados embraced, “the Inquisition was moving, in essence, to 
consolidate the power of a hierarchical mystery religion hermetically controlled by 
priests.”149 Isabel de la Cruz subverted hierarchical authority with the role she played within 
her community of alumbrados. As a beata and religious woman, Isabel de la Cruz became 
known as “the true mother and teacher of all the alumbrados.”150 By assuming a position of 
authority over both men and women, Isabel de la Cruz helped spread illuminist ideas 
concerning mental prayer and interior reflection to others who she met with notably María, 
Francisca Hernandez, and Marí Nuñez. Even further, accusations against María claim that 
María elevated Isabel de la Cruz above almost all authority, including Saint Paul.151 Clearly 
women like Isabel de la Cruz, who assumed too much power and authority over men proved 
the need to restrict both their access to documents, and also to the community where they had 
too much undue influence in a period marked by intense religious change and reform with 
both the Protestant and Catholic Reformations. 
 Together, Isabel, Francisca, and María attempted to create a community in 
Guadalajara as beatas with a variety of followers. Isabel often worked alongside Pedro Ruiz 
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de Alcaraz and they both wielded an incredible amount of authority within Guadalajara and 
beyond. Isabel’s influence as spiritual leader expanded “not only in Guadalajara, Cifuentes 
and Pastrana, but also among the Franciscans themselves and at the Alcalá.”152 Divisions 
within their community also help focus how influential the developed relationships between 
its members were. In particular, the strife between Nuñez, Hernandez, and Cruz and the 
subsequent arrests that each denunciation prompted help show how connected these members 
were and the importance community played within the circle that developed around Isabel de 
la Cruz. Unlike María, Isabel de la Cruz experienced one of the heaviest punishments. As one 
of the first members of the movement, Isabel de la Cruz (and Pedrio Ruiz de Alcaraz) were 
led through the streets where they proselytized, their property confiscated, and were 
condemned to “perpetual reclusions and perpetual habit” (the San Benito).153 As mentioned, 
we know comparatively little of Isabel de la Cruz in comparison to María because of the 
fragmentary nature of the remaining excerpts of her trial. However, her status as leader of 
alumbrados in Guadalajara and beyond, her vocation as a Franciscan tertiary and beata 
clearly posed issues of authority. These were exacerbated by the fact that she was an 
uneducated woman and advocated for mental prayer which bypassed the need for the church 
while publicly teaching. 
María de Cazalla 
Like other women before her, María attempted similar defenses in her trial and how 
she presented herself to the Inquisition. María stepped outside of conventional boundaries. 
María taught publicly, she disdained monasteries as appropriate avenues for her children, and 
she publicly criticized traditional expressions of church authority like the use of papal bulls. 
                                                
152 Hamilton, 59-60 
153 Ibid., 61. 
 56 
These together with deeply personal practices of recogimiento and dejamiento presented to 
the Inquisition a problem of control, not just belief. María operated outside of the control of a 
husband or priest, and even seemed to hold authority over other men like Pedro Ruiz de 
Alcaraz, not just women like Isabel de la Cruz and Francisca Hernandez. These issues 
brought María before the Inquisition. María defended herself in such a way that, while 
silenced, she was released with a minor fine and punishment through assuming a stance of 
ignorance and a motivation to be taught if she erred.  Throughout the trial, it is clear that 
María, while not formally educated, was intelligent and capable of defending herself. Clearly 
María was aware of gendered expectations concerning authority and hierarchy in early 
modern Guadalajara. María submitted herself to the authority of the Inquisition and the 
Church and adopted the attitude of a repentant woman desirous of reform and guidance. It 
seems that María understood early modern constructions of gender and how men and women 
were perceived differently with different capabilities regarding mental and physical 
capacities and used that to her benefit. This understanding motivated María’s attitude towards 
the Inquisition as a simple woman needing proper teaching, which worked in her favour. By 
playing directly into the motives of that Church body for hegemonic religious belief in Spain, 
María confirmed both gender and religious authority. She did this by giving back authority to 
the Inquisitors who were also male. Like Perry argues, María’s defense provided a negative 
foil for men to compare themselves, and therefore reaffirms notions of irrationality and 
confirms male authority over women.154 
María succeeds in defending herself because she, like Teresa of Ávila, highlighted 
her female irrationality. She repeated throughout her defense that she did not intend to teach, 
that she praised reformist thinkers like Erasmus and possessed their works, and that she 
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would amend her beliefs to match those of the Church.155 This conveniently relies on two 
strategies. It focuses on early modern patriarchal notions of women and femininity, and also 
by extension, it increases authority to the church, therefore positing María as a compliant 
defendant eager to align herself with Catholic authority and dogma. María was also very 
careful in how she words her defense. In her confession, María stated that she was willing to 
pronounce her own guilt regarding a presumption in speaking, while simultaneously arguing 
that she was not guilty of intending to teach anyone.156 This clarification is important and 
responds to understandings of women in a period where people expected women to keep 
quiet and not speak in public. It also demonstrates María’s shrewd understanding of religious 
expectations regarding gendered behavior and her place societally as a woman. By stating 
that she never intended to teach and acknowledging guilt for lesser transgressions, María 
anticipated the Inquisition’s line of interrogation and set up a discourse for future dialogue 
and defense. Finally, in her own defense, María presented reputable witnesses from the 
community that she has developed around her. This contrasts the clearly untrustworthy 
Francisca Hernandez who presented an interesting foil to María as an unstable, untrustworthy 
sexually capricious woman willing to betray confidences in her own trial.157 Like Teresa, 
María attempted to present a version of herself as an upstanding member willing to bend to 
the holy teachings of the church.  
Together, María and Francisca both appeared as suspicious women threatening to 
overturn centuries of religious and cultural mores regarding gender and the place men and 
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women should hold. Ultimately, Francisca’s case was far less optimistic than María’s. Unlike 
María, Francisca was raised by male orders far above her station, even likened by other 
alumbrados to the Blessed Mother, and that without her, Ortiz’ efforts to personally know 
God would have been futile.158 Francisca therefore represented a complete overturn of 
authority with an unstable woman maintaining authority over a priest. This was particularly 
challenging as the clergy were meant to guide the laity, not be guided by women usurping 
their proper position in society.159 It is under this lens that makes María and her beliefs 
regarding marriage, sexual intercourse, and motherhood so problematic. If Francisca could 
overturn long established ideas of authority and gender, what more could María do as a 
leader of the group of alumrbrada/os meeting in her home? Even further, María also held 
influence over others who were not alumbrada/os given her connections with women in her 
community and with María herself meeting with religious scholars in Ávila. 
Unlike women such as Teresa of Ávila and Francisca de los Apóstoles, María’s 
teachings were not necessarily visionary in the same way. María shaped her faith in ways 
distinct to her status as a wife and mother. Similarly, however, she engaged in public speech 
through her teaching to those who gathered in her home and like other visionary beatas, 
“undermined clerical authority by answering their own questions and providing their own 
interpretations of religious experiences… they learned to define what they considered to be 
reality and to trust their own experience.”160 Therefore, each of these women sought to create 
their own understanding of faith within Catholicism and attempted to engage in religious 
reform in a gendered way. For some, it would work and help preserve their image or even 
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contribute to their popularity, however, for others it failed and thereby experienced the full 
force of the Inquisition’s power. 
Scholars like Alison Weber, Mary Elizabeth Perry, Mary E. Giles, and Gillian T. W. 
Ahlgren each explore the meanings that various early modern women, like Francisca de los 
Apóstoles, Sor María de Santo Domingo, and Teresa of Ávila, found within Catholicism and 
religious work. Some women like Sor María and Teresa were successful in defending 
themselves and in generating change. Others like Francisca de los Apóstoles attempted to the 
garner authority to found a convent but failed even with her dedication to poverty and 
humility.161 Those who were successful, like Teresa, in negotiating a space dominated by 
men, authority was carved out not through a domineering presence, but rather through a 
rhetoric based on expectations of sex and gender for women. How one framed oneself in 
relation to patriarchal expectations was critical in engendering success in terms of threatening 
the status quo. That is, the connections that women made with male authority figures, 
confessors in particular, were essential in how they framed their spirituality. 
In conjunction with such a strategy, success depended on who early modern women 
collaborated with as they attempted to generate change. Sor María was fortunate to have 
several men testify on her behalf regarding her moral rectitude.162 Sor María and Teresa 
underscore how having the authority of men in support helped garner success and more 
importantly, how it protected them. Men decided to work in conjunction with these women, 
advocating for them, and testing them to prove that their visionary reforms and ideas were 
aligned with Church doctrine. These women did not lead the men, but instead submitted their 
work and ideas forward for inspection in an act that evokes submission, which in turn 
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supported the established Church hierarchy.163 Sor María believed that those examining her 
“intended no harm and in truth worked on her behalf because they awakened her to the sinful 
ungrateful condition of her soul and consequently helped her make amends and turn to God 
with compunction and devotion.”164 Unlike María, Sor María’s life acted as a testament to 
Catholic belief and served to strengthen the image of the Church in Spain: 
Her beneficial influence was manifest among religious men and women: the 
weak in sprit were strengthened by her holy words and virtuous life, and the 
lukewarm turned fervent in observing disciplines, abstinence and fasts. Her 
holy life also affected secular men and women: the lapsed returned to the 
sacraments after many years, the devout became even more devout, and some 
even entered religious life. And women of all ages and conditions, more than 
one hundred of them, had left the world to embark on a religious life of 
exemplary penitence.165 
 
Teresa’s experience is similar and stresses that women were aware of the challenges they 
faced as they attempted to carve spaces for themselves in a male dominated environment. Her 
“rhetoric of femininity,” allowed her to write how she perceived women were meant to 
speak.166  In doing so, Teresa did not attempt to subvert established authoritative practice. 
Instead she submitted herself to church authority and wrote in a manner which supported 
patriarchal ideas of women who were morally corrupt and in turn did not know how to speak. 
While doing so allowed Teresa to break the silence imposed on women as speakers and 
writers, she was successful in working the dangerous line that María failed to work within.  
María’s trial therefore sits within such a context in that difficult line which lay 
between heterodoxy and orthodoxy. The risk of straying too far away from accepted Catholic 
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dogma posed as a real threat for any woman attempting to engage in religious reform. 
Regardless, as Perry argues, “women performed roles of critical importance to a patriarchal 
order, signifying virtue and evil, providing a negative foil against which men could define 
themselves, and permitting a justification for male authority.”167 María’s experience and trial 
underlines this critical role where through an inappropriate retention of authority and power, 
she clearly highlighted a threat to the Catholic church and hegemonic belief on the Spanish 
peninsula.  
 Examining the connections between Isabel de la Cruz, and Francisca Hernandez, and 
María as they attempted to negotiate their space in the religious community emphasizes how 
deeply connected religious laywomen could be. Each woman’s experience with the 
Inquisition was related through accusations, similar beliefs, and most importantly, communal 
links. The interconnected nature of the trials and experiences surrounding Cruz, Hernandez, 
Núñez, and María reveal more than the danger associated with the spread of religious 
heterodoxy. It also uncovers how deeply connected women within their communities could 
be. While the sources available to study the interconnectedness of women are limited, 
Inquisition trials help uncover the support that women of the past had for each other. These 
sources also demonstrate how such support shrunk when faced with the threat of the 
Inquisition and investigation into one’s core beliefs and values. It is difficult to truly ascertain 
what each of the women thought of each other and how strongly connected they considered 
their community to be. Their investigations and the related arrests from investigations into 
women like Hernandez reveals in part women’s gynosocial relationships. As female mystics 
and religious women defined their religious experience, the connections between laywomen 
could be perceived negatively. The Inquisitions close examination of relationships between 
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women themselves and the relationships they could have with figures of male authority 
reveal deeply rooted suspicions against women and their unsupervised communications with 
others.  
 These connections and how they relate to church authority and the perceived 
inversions of it will be analyzed in the next chapter. The improper leverage of authority by 
religious women affected not just the individual, but also a community. This was especially 
so in a Church community with clearly delineated lines of male authority with the Pope 
heading the entire Catholic Church down to priests who oversaw and guided their parishes. 
By teaching publicly, María threatened a deeply ingrained system developed over the 
centuries in a culture and society where women were meant to submit themselves to men’s 
authority within the church. 
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Chapter Two: Some People Just Resist Authority 
“Many times, when my ladies and friends and relatives of Lope de Rueda visit me, 
or I visited them, I frequently turned everyone away from gossiping by saying, ‘I heard such 
and such a preacher, and he said this well, and we shall ponder it for our salvation… If I had 
some misgiving that I uttered verbally, the witnesses’ depositions would have relayed it… If 
I spoke ignorantly and with too many disordered words, I retract them. I erred in words, not 
intent.”168  
María de Cazalla, June 17th, 1532 
 
María lived in a time when church authority and enforced gender roles shaped 
society in numerous ways. Women lived under male authority figures within, and outside of 
the home; this patriarchal structure also dominated the church hierarchy, stretching from the 
Pope to parish priests down to fathers and husbands. Within these social, political, and 
religious structures, men were leaders and women were expected to be followers. At its core, 
religious authority developed along a patriarchal hierarchy.169 Authority within the church 
derived from a rigid hierarchy developed over the course of the early Christian church and 
later throughout the history of the Catholic Church. Each clerical position had its own 
function with the intention to help guide a growing body of believers toward Christ and 
ultimately heaven. As such, each clerical position from monk to pope, retained important 
significance in early modern European society, and especially so in Spain. Those who 
attempted reform within the church critically emphasised the proper channels through which 
it should be accomplished.  
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Early modern Catholic dogma and cultural belief dictated that women simply could 
not and should not teach religious matters publicly. Even those who were widely successful 
concerning religious reform as women faced issues in terms of authority and in matters of 
perceived teaching. Teresa of Ávila was herself considered a mujercilla or “little woman” for 
teaching others, which was “against the commands of St. Paul.”170 While Teresa did not 
necessarily actively teach in front of others like a priest would, Weber argues that Teresa 
“engaged in theological discourse at a time when this was a proscribed activity for 
women.”171 The justification against women teaching stemmed from the Pauline gospels 
wherein he states that women should keep silent within the church since it is not permitted 
for them to speak and that they should therefore be under obedience.172 Using the actions of 
Eve against women, Paul further restricts women’s roles in 1 Timothy where he argues that a 
woman should learn in silence and subjection and that women should not teach or attempt to 
usurp authority over men and be silence since it was Adam who was first created, and then 
Eve. Ultimately, according to Paul, it was not Adam who was deceived by evil, but rather 
Eve.173 Weber asserts that early church fathers built on this framework and further restricted 
the roles available to women in an authorial capacity. They “believed that women’s 
intellection inferiority and sensuality made them especially susceptible to deception by false 
prophets.”174 Ultimately, according to theologians, women were “physiologically and 
spiritually weaker, defective in body and moral fortitude, although she was equal in capacity 
for salvation.”175 Walker Bynum argues that this led to a feminization of language where 
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women could engage in socially appropriate religious activity. Like many beatas and nuns in 
early modern Spain, this included participation in mysticism and visionary writing which lent 
to a “uniquely female experience.”176 Women could engage in religious experiences; 
however, they must do so carefully and not presume to teach over others, especially men lest 
they were tempted by their weaker natures and be deceived. Any woman who engaged in 
religion in ways that were too overtly authorial threatened not just a natural order, but also 
their own spiritual well-being and that of others. 
As a central community member in Guadalajara, María’s public teaching was 
threatening to the Inquisition for these reasons. She hosted female gatherings in her home, 
where she taught these women not only how to sew, but also how to interpret scriptures. 
María also shared with them her opinions on church matters. Such teaching was combined 
with the accusation that María “preached the alumbrados’ sayings in public and taught them, 
quoting authorities and psalms of Holy Scripture and the world of its learned commentators 
for her wicked and hurtful purpose.”177 María held these informal teaching sessions and 
interpreted church scripture and tradition without the guidance of the proper authority and 
acted outside of distinct expectations regarding her status as a woman. In the accusation 
against María, the trial stated that “such preaching is prohibited because she is a woman. And 
even if she were a man, it would be against the law and evangelical precept to be creating 
conventicles and holding illicit, forbidden, and suspicious meetings.”178 It was not simply the 
fact that María taught publicly, but that her preaching led to disrepute within the community 
that concerned her accusers. In the same accusation, the trial states that “Many people went 
to hear her as if she were a preacher, [which caused] great scandal in the community, since 
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she could not and should not have preached.”179 Essentially, María was uncontrollable by the 
church and therefore, needed to be silenced. María’s case therefore exemplifies issues of 
gender and religious change with the Inquisition’s charges because María dared to teach, and 
she subverted issues of authority through an inversion of prescribed church hierarchy. More 
specifically, through the presumption to teach publicly and guide the women who met in her 
home, María took on a religious authority more akin to that of a priest, or even more 
threatening, positioned other alumbrados like Isabel de la Cruz and Pedro Ruiz de Alcaraz as 
greater than the Saints, including that of Saint Paul.180 It is María’s heterodox doctrine 
combined with her impressive influence in a well-connected and powerful community that 
threatened established authority and necessitated the intercession of the Inquisition. María is 
an important link regarding the treatment of heresy and gender in early sixteenth-century 
Spain. Ultimately, she represents the clash between reality and ideology in actions which 
went against expectations for her sex. 
 María dared to read, interpret, and teach scripture, threating a patriarchal society 
based on a tenuous balance between ideological belief and a reality in which women engaged 
in religious thought entirely independent of men and the church. Julie Hardwick argues that 
while patriarchy as a concept was still developing through the early modern period, power 
and authority extended from the kingdom through the husband and father as a “central 
representation of and justification for royal authority.”181 Though her monograph concerns 
notaries in France and royal authority, I would argue that the same can be extended towards 
Spanish society and the expectations María faced with the Spanish Inquisition. Authority 
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extended from the Church to the family. By flouting both and breaching socially accepted 
boundaries for women, María represented a real threat where consequences could be felt not 
just privately, but also publicly. This was especially apparent given María’s public teaching, 
even if women were expected not to, because of issues surrounding their mental capacity and 
gendered status in a male dominated society. The ideal women acted within the home under 
the authority of their husbands, fathers, and confessors. Yet, clearly women like María, 
Francisca Hernandez, Isabel de la Cruz, and even renowned patron saint, Teresa of Ávila, 
indicate that the reality was much more fluid with women challenging societal norms in 
various ways. María’s case is unusual compared to those like Teresa of Ávila or Francisca de 
los Apóstoles given her status as a married woman with children. As a beata, María 
challenged patriarchal authority in two ways: within the home, as shall be discussed in the 
final chapter, and by inverting church authority through publicly teaching women, as will be 
explored here. In her teaching women within the home, María took the “feminine” domestic 
space and used it and her connections with other women as a means to establish her own 
authority. Her goal was not to gain authority, but rather to share with other women her 
religious conviction and beliefs. I cannot speak to María’s specific intentions given the 
limitations imposed by trial records. However, I argue that María’s convictions were not born 
out of a conscious desire to wrest power from the Catholic church, but from her statements in 
the trial record seem to come from a genuine desire to help teach those who met in her home, 
and turn them away from potential sin. The problem for the Church was that by teaching 
publicly, and through teaching ideas like recogimiento and dejamiento—that is, interior and 
mental prayer—María subverted their authority within the home by practically taking on the 
role that of a priest. Only priests expanded on theological matters during homilies for their 
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laity and interpreted scripture; two roles exclusively reserved for the church and not for the 
laity.  
 Theological matters were meant to be studied, expanded on, and taught by men within 
clerical positions of authority, as handed down by bishops and ultimately the pope. 
Authority, as recognized by early modern ecclesiastics was understood in two interrelated 
ways. Lu Ann Homza argues that authority manifested as opinions—that is, judgements and 
advice—and as power as influence and dignity.182 Further, she states that religious authority 
raised issues of practical power.183 As humanists like Vergara, Erasmus, Valdés, and other 
church scholars debated on Catholic dogma, they were inherently engaged in weighing 
various religious authorities and judging their value. The alumbrados that María engaged 
with, specifically Isabel de la Cruz and Pedro Ruiz de Alcaraz, and the discussions they 
partook in concerning religious matters, especially the merit of dejamiento and recogimiento 
and their practical purpose thereby inserted themselves into a similar discussion. María was 
well connected in her community, including women of the Mendoza family. As a reformer, 
she engaged with a large possible audience to draw from, which allowed her to further spread 
the influence of Isabel de la Cruz and Pedro Ruiz de Alcaraz and the beliefs of alumbradismo 
in Guadalajara and the surrounding area.  
More than just a community of women: 
Like other religious women in early modern Spain, María and the alumbrados were 
highly connected with members of the aristocracy. This however, did not necessarily parallel 
in the same manner in terms of reform and success. Despite the protection afforded the 
alumbrados through the Mendoza family and the connection to the head of the family, the 3rd 
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Duke of Infantado, Don Diego Hurtado de Mendoza (died 1531), it did not necessarily 
guarantee the same attainment that Teresa of Ávila and Sor María enjoyed. It is notable that 
other aristocratic supporters included Don Álvaro de Luna, who was devoted to the 
Franciscans; Don Diego López Pacheco, second Marquess of Villena and Duke of Escalona; 
and Don Fadrique Enríquez, Admiral of Castille.184 In the list of defence witnesses provided 
on María’s behalf, many members of the Mendoza family testified concerning her innocence, 
including Doñas Brianda, Mencia, and Isabel.185 Beyond the Mendoza family, she also 
enjoyed the support of Doñas Isabel de Aragón (Duchess, married to Don Ínigo López de 
Mendoza, 4th Duke of the Infantado and niece to Ferdinand the Catholic), Leonor de Quirós, 
and Juana de Luxán.186 The testimonies provided and the extent of their answers, indicates 
that these witnesses clearly knew María well. Of the possible twenty-nine questions prepared 
by the Inquisition, each Doña were meant to answer no less than eight, with Doña Isabel de 
Mendoza answering fourteen.187 The support given by these women to María as her 
witnesses during the trial, suggests that María cultivated close and personal relationships 
concerning spiritual matters amongst the elite; most likely due to the connections afforded by 
her brother, Juan de Cazalla. With the status of the Mendoza women, their interactions with 
María created the potential for her heterodoxy to spread even further beyond her community. 
The Mendoza women, Doñas Brianda, Mencia, and Isabel all hailed from one of the 
most powerful and influential families, and were amongst the “most gifted and well-educated 
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females” in Spain during the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries.188 The Mendoza family was 
well connected, not just to the Royal Court in Spanish territory, but across Europe through 
royal connections and familial networks. Like Helen Nader states, “their visibility, as well as 
the family’s prominence, gave their actions and decisions a public significance far beyond 
their own circles of social intercourse.”189 As noblewomen, their behaviour “modelled 
standards and parameters for all women at all levels of society.”190 The Mendoza family was 
famous throughout the Renaissance as patrons of humanist thinkers, artists, poets, and 
historians.191 Nader argues that while Spanish society did not encourage female scholarship, 
the agency employed by Mendoza women combined with encouragement from the Mendoza 
family itself, helped produce Castile’s most notable literature and art.192 Through these 
women, and more specifically, with the wife of the fourth Duke of Infantado, Isabel de 
Aragon, María and the alumbrados enjoyed the support of some of the most powerful people 
in the Spanish empire. The Mendoza family, therefore helped create a critical juncture in 
which María could encourage and spread the ideas she had explored through religious debate 
and discussion. If any of the women who met with María supported her ideas and clove to 
them, the potential for alumbradismo to spread beyond Guadalajara and the Infantado Palace 
was great and represented a distinct threat to the Inquisition. While it is difficult to ascertain 
how these women did support her, given how well connected each woman was, it makes 
sense that the tribunal would investigate María, especially with her position as the link 
between Isabel de la Cruz, Pedro Ruiz de Alcaraz, and the Mendoza family. 
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María’s defence benefited from the testimony of each of the Mendoza noblewoman 
who gave evidence on her behalf. Through their testimony, they well represented María’s 
character. Doña María de Mendoza, wife of alcaide Pedro Maldonado, whom María had 
known for ten years, stated that she took her as a “good Christian and Catholic” and knew 
nothing that went against that.193 Further, in her testimony which was corroborated by Doñas 
Brianda and Mencia, María de Mendoza stated that María engaged in confession and in 
charitable works.194 Doña María de Mendoza, wife of Diego Lopez de Orozco’s words 
concerning María are perhaps the most compelling. She considered María to be a friend, 
zealous for all virtue, and hater of all vice and immoral people.195 Due to childbirth or 
because of her high rank, Isabel de Aragon, wife of the Fourth Duke of Infantado, was the 
only Mendoza woman listed for possible interrogation who did not testify for María.196 
Regardless, María was very well connected as seen through the extensive testimony provided 
by each woman, and very close to Doña Brianda in particular who testified that she would 
help María find a suitable monastery for one of her daughters.197 Her relationships with the 
Mendoza aided her defense in their strong commendation on her character and their 
influences in her family’s connections. 
Not only was María well known by the ladies of the Mendoza family, she also 
enjoyed the support of clerics within the church and was known by servants and other 
townspersons within Guadalajara. María’s defense put forward a total of fifty-six possible 
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witnesses to testify on her behalf. Most provided statements for her and testified concerning 
her actions within the church: if she taught, her opinion on sacraments, and other church 
matters. The inquisitors also asked how she knew Isabel de la Cruz and Pedro Ruiz de 
Alcaraz, if she took confession, if she treated the Eucharist with respect, and if she behaved 
like other Christians during mass.198 Of the twenty-five questions, the Inquisitors asked 
whether it was customary for women to meet together and for those that could read to do so 
from sacred scripture for the illiterate.199 Each question aimed to ascertain the extent of 
María’s character as a Catholic woman and her intentions, and finally if her ideas and actions 
could be proved heretical. While María was careful in her defense, able to withstand torture 
and interrogations, the testimony and character witnesses provided on her behalf were also 
critical. If María’s religious ideology and practice were determined heretical, and given her 
connections aristocratically and beyond, the threat of alumbradismo became more than a few 
people discussing religious practice. The Inquisition therefore needed to intervene and 
prevent María from spreading false doctrine even further; especially since María’s actions 
flouted Church authority on teaching matters of faith to the public. 
Women like María, that is those who took on the vocation of wife and mother, were 
expected to act within the private home under the guidance of their husbands or fathers or, in 
the case of elite women and holy women, under the authority of their confessors. That is, 
relations between men and women in turn affected public institutions like the Inquisition 
given how the superstructure of society was gendered.200 As Hardwick argues, “gender issues 
were not only domestic; they also shaped dynamics between households and larger 
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community patterns” which entailed attention to boundaries and obligations for both men and 
women.201 Hardwick’s argument therefore correlates to María’s case, especially regarding 
the relationships she had with her servants and the authority that she retained over them. She 
states that households required a certain kind of management concerning servants present and 
the ordering of the lines of authority for “urban middling families” between masters and their 
servants and wives.202  
The friendships and alliances María maintained with her servants, specifically 
Francisca Hernandez, and even Isabel de la Cruz who helped with María’s embroidery and 
laundry, were not unusual. Instead, it was the fact that María presumed to teach both these 
women, and others who met in her home, concerning theology and matters of the spirit, that 
crossed lines of authority. Women, in particular wives, were meant to be productive yet 
passive members of their households. However, María’s actions upset this balance through 
her inversion of Church authority. Daring to teach women in her attempt to avoid “silly 
gossip” upset the expected hierarchy with priests teaching their parishioners through the 
homily.203 The mixing of both public and private in the same sphere represents a clash of 
ideology: specifically that women, especially “good” women, were sequestered in the home 
while “bad” women were outdoors and free.204 María’s case is further problematized by the 
church’s expectation for women to exist under a certain moral guidance. Early modern 
women were positioned “at the centre of sexual and spiritual interchange where women are 
saved from their own natural defects through placement under the guardianship of either 
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church or family.”205 Due to their “naturally weak moral character”206 women required 
supervision, as if they were children, and could not be trusted to teach on intricate matters 
like scripture, theology, and belief. María not only exposited on Holy Scriptures, but further 
developed her teachings with her possession and alleged respect for Erasmus’ works who 
was in turn suspect as a Lutheran.  
Alumbradismo: A potential Protestant threat 
Not only was María viewed as a threat because she presumed to preach and teach, 
the Church also presented her as a dangerous due the shape of her doctrine via outside 
influences, combined with a perceived lack of regard for Scripture and theologians. Such 
accusations regarding María’s disregard for Holy Scripture and holy doctors of the Church 
like St. Thomas indicated a lack of control and restraint according to the inquisitors. María 
also accepted problematic authorities like dubious humanist scholars suspected by the church 
of Lutheranism. In the trial, Inquisitors accused her of believing in and quoting Erasmus: a 
Dutch Renaissance humanist, priest, and theologian. They combined this with the misconduct 
of her public preaching.207 The Church, at the time of María’s trial, had condemned Erasmus, 
stating that “he has voiced many errors and scandalous, evil-sounding things against our 
Holy Catholic Faith in his writings.”208 Further accusations outlined that María denigrated 
holy Catholic saints like Mary Magdalene, and St. Anne, stating that she did not believe in 
them and that she and others “thought the whole thing was a joke.”209 Perhaps more alarming 
was María’s alleged response when she was told that the Church held such matters as truth; 
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María “replied that it was a joke, and some stupid people had so ordered it.”210 However, 
beyond supposedly denigrating important saints and Church doctors, the Inquisition was also 
concerned with who was informing her religious doctrine and beliefs. 
Humanist scholars and theologians engaged in religious reform as they added to the 
dialogue surrounding both developing Protestant doctrine and through concern with abuses 
within the Catholic church. Debates around writers and thinkers like Erasmus and Juan de 
Valdés, a Spanish religious writer who incorporated mysticism into his writings, were 
important, especially with how they related to the Spain and the Inquisition’s censorship of 
possible heretical works. Valdés himself was an Erasmian, whose “defections from 
Orthodoxy were so significant as to give cause for the belief that [he was a] crypto-
Protestant.”211 While opposition against Erasmus grew, his ideas circulated greatly amongst 
Spanish thinkers and reformers. Henry Kamen’s study of the Inquisition explores the effect 
that Erasmus and Valdés’ work had on the Inquisition and those living in Spain who had ties 
to them. Kamen argues that “many leading humanists, [like] Valdés, were Erasmians whose 
defections from orthodoxy were so significant as to give cause for the belief that they were 
crypto-Protestants.”212 Church officials such as Juan de Cazalla, María’s brother, who wrote 
Lumbre del Alma in which he enumerated on mystical practices and belief, were affected. 
María possessed the writings of Erasmus and held his words in good faith.213 The 
Inquisition’s suspicion of alumbradismo and its tenants of faith, which relied on mental 
prayer and inner reflection, also included the books held in María’s position.214  
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Prior to her experience with the Inquisition, María would go to the university in the 
town of Alcalá and discuss spiritual matters with theologians and scholars there. Further, she 
engaged in letter writing in which she enumerated on how best to serve God and therefore 
engaged in theological debate with others in her community of suspected alumbrados. On 
June 10, 1532 during her third hearing, Inquisitor Mexia asked María if she had written 
letters concerning alumbradismo, and if so to whom.215 Unsurprisingly, María had written to 
Isabel de la Cruz and Marí Núñez.216 She had also written to bachiller Bernardino de Tovar, 
a canon of Palencia called Francisco, and Diego de Eguia.217 María occasionally wrote to the 
highly educated and connected Juan de Vergara, Bernardino de Tovar’s half-brother and 
secretary to three Toledan archbishops.218 Eguia’s brother, Miguel, whom she had possibly 
written to, but could not recall at the time of the third hearing was the foremost printer in 
Alcalá at that point. Such a connection could be potentially concerning given María’s 
tentative access through Miguel to a printer for further dissemination of alumbrado ideas. 
María wrote to potential alumbrados and “many letters to a Friar Cristobal and a Friar Alonso 
de Moya, of the Order of St. Francis, who are in La Sazeda.”219 Finally, María developed her 
ideas through conversations. This included the aforesaid to whom she wrote, of whom Tovar 
had visited herself and her brother, Juan de Cazalla, at her house many times. While Vergara 
did not visit María’s home, his own daughter Isabel spent three or four months in María’s 
home recovering from an illness. María also highly held Tovar’s opinion concerning the 
possession of heretical works. She argued that Tovar read and possessed Luther because of 
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his level of education and therefore with the permission of the inquisitors.220 Such 
connections and discussions, both in person and in writing, indicate a strong desire to engage 
in religious reform and burgeoning humanist religious thought during Spain’s Renaissance. 
Given her connections to both theologians and alumbrados and through examination of her 
defense in the trial record, I would speculate that María’s apparent intent was not to 
dismantle Catholicism and help develop a new denomination akin to Lutheranism, but work 
within the Catholic Church and address issues that she and other identified alumbrados 
perceived. Though the trial record’s limitations make it difficult to truly ascertain María’s 
direct intentions, her defense was successful enough that she was charged not on heresy 
alone, but on words she secretly exchanged with Bernardino de Tovar. The problem lay more 
with how she attempted to address the issues that she identified. Her attempts to engage with 
religion did not simply affect her spiritual life, but also her daily interactions in the 
community and her conduct as a woman occupying a position of authority, threatening to 
delineate existing structures of power. 
María’s beliefs incorporated ideas that theologians were discussing and enumerating 
on, as would be seen later with the Council of Trent. They also included other humanist ideas 
regarding mental prayer (recogimiento and dejamiento) which mixed with legitimate 
concerns about abuses identified within the church. Accusations surrounding María focussed 
on alleged ideas she held regarding sex within marriage, family, religious orders, and exterior 
acts of faith. While Inquisitors were concerned with whether María believed that Luther’s 
works had the appearance of being good, they also focussed on if she had cited scripture in 
her teachings in favour of Luther, and if she had criticized Catholic Scholasticism.221 While it 
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is difficult to ascertain the extent to which María believed in the works she read and engaged 
with, it is clear that she was well read and familiar with theologians and scholars like Luther 
and Erasmus. Using interrogation records that the Inquisition had with María, the remainder 
of this chapter will consider how the church constructed her views on exterior works, how 
much authority she ascribed to these thinkers, and finally how much authority she gave to 
other alumbrados suspected of attacking church doctrine.  
Views on church doctrine and church authority 
Between June 7 and June 12, 1532 Inquisitor Mexia engaged in a series of 
interrogations with María. On June seventh, records indicate Mexia focussed on María’s 
actions during feast days, and her concerns regarding confessors. Mexia questioned María, 
asking “if this defendant said that a certain confessor was like a stone.”222 To which she 
replied, “that if some confessor were ignorant and an idiot, she might have said he was like a 
stone, that he sat there like a stone, and that he neither gave good advice nor said worthwhile 
things.”223 María’s statement that a confessors was like a stone related to issues on how she 
perceived the role of the confessor within the church and his ability to offer council to 
parishioners. If it was true that she insulted her confessor, it could indicate an undermining of 
authority; especially as a woman. It was not her role as laity and as a woman to teach others 
or to divert attention away from those invested with church authority. To this end she was 
also asked if the confession did not sit well with her and if she did not hold it as good by 
Inquisitor Mexia. In particular, this relates to issues in regards to teaching and authority. The 
perception being that María did not respect confession and those trained specifically to take 
it. This related to problems that the Catholic Reformation and later the council of Trent 
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would attempt to respond to. This, however, did not mean that a woman, who did not possess 
the capacity to do so, should denigrate the confession, even if it came from an intent on how 
best to serve God within the scope of her faith.  
In the same interrogation, Mexia also inquired concerning her views on the Passion 
of the Christ where she stated that “there are loftier things” than the Passion “she would 
rather have said that it was better to contemplate the divinity than the humanity of Our Lord 
Jesus Christ.”224 This same accusation was also levelled against Pedro Ruiz de Alcaraz.225 
This issue points to issues of divinity as it related to developing Lutheran doctrine. 
Regardless, from other interrogations, María’s potentiaintents concern with how best to serve 
God and her beliefs manifest around this throughout the trial. The problem for María was 
how similar her beliefs may or may not be to Lutheranism and other detected heresies to 
which the Inquisition responded. How other people interpreted her meaning depends on 
context that might be missing in the trial documents, given that each witness responds to 
previously crafted questions meant to ascertain the extent of María’s heretical ideas, not 
whether they were heretical to begin with. María’s attempts at teaching might not have been 
on purpose but rather came from a genuine need to serve God and encourage others to do so. 
Concerned with people’s hearts, not just her own, María had strong beliefs concerning 
exterior works as a means of reflecting inner belief. 
On June 10th, 1532 during her third, and longest, interrogation conducted by Mexia, 
María was questioned concerning exterior acts of faith. Mexia asked “if this defendant taught 
certain people, telling them not to rely upon external things and the exterior works of 
                                                
224 Homza, 125; Ortega-Costa, 108. 
225 Ortega-Costa, 124, n. 51. 
 80 
adoration, prayer, and humility.”226 María stated that exterior works should be treated as a 
means of reflecting interior work, and that this reflected a conversation she had had with 
Marí Nuñez seven and a half years ago. María had asked if it was enough to adore God 
mentally as one approached the Eucharist and the altar of God without movement of the lips 
or mouth.227 Through their conversation, María resolved that moving forward that she would 
adore God with both her lips and her heart. Essentially, that the inner faith should reflect the 
outer and vice versa. This statement, however, contrasts the Prosecutor’s accusation on June 
12, 1532 where bachiller Diego Ortiz de Angulo, the chief prosecutor accused María and 
others of believing that exterior acts of adoration meant nothing and achieved nothing and 
were nothing but “business transactions.”228 Like Hamilton argues, the faith of alumbrados 
was shaped by an adherence to mental prayer, that the external was shaped by the internal 
and did not necessarily necessitate the intervention of a priestly authority: it “could be used at 
all times, in all places, and by all people.”229 Hamilton further states that “the individual 
merely had to submit himself to God without forcing himself to prayer or even to reject 
temptations.”230 This therefore allowed people like María to reach, not just for authority, but 
for a faith outside of the guidance of a confessor. How María perceived herself and how the 
Inquisition in turn perceived her beliefs reflect not just a potential dismantling of authority, 
but also reflect concerns raised by burgeoning Protestant groups chipping at Catholic dogma 
and tradition.  
Religion was so intertwined with secular life that María’s actions concerning the 
authority along with the concerns about alumbradismo necessitated the Inquisition’s 
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intervention. As a highly connected member of society, María posed significant problems to 
the Inquisition concerning the manifestation of authority in Guadalajara, and by extension 
early modern Spain.  The ideal structure of authority within the church was shaped with men 
above women governed by priests, bishops, and the Pope. Men were suited for positions 
within public spaces. This gendered hierarchy is evident in how women were rewarded or 
punished for transgressing into spaces not necessarily suited for them. Women’s writings had 
to be approved by their confessors before reaching the public and often reflected a 
partnership with their confessor and the editing that derived from it.231 Men’s faith could be 
public while women’s was expected to be private.232 Compliance with expected behaviour 
was rewarded, while extreme deviance, as seen in María’s case, could be punished. Beatas 
worked under intense scrutiny since they were neither cloistered nor, in many cases, married. 
As Lisa Vollendorf argues, “there was a fine line between being viewed as an enthusiastic 
Catholic and as in collusion with the devil… It is clear that the combination of unusual 
spirituality with power or popularity often resulted in inquisitorial investigations.”233 I would 
therefore argue that it did not necessarily matter how much María’s logic aligned with 
Catholic doctrine and dogma, but that her brand of faith and mysticism in such a public 
manner, especially since she was so well connected with the Mendoza family that brought 
her to the attention of the Inquisition. Regardless, the fact that María’s life overlapped with 
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the expansion and growing popularity of Lutheranism also affected how the Inquisition 
considered her case and the accusations against her. 
Such popularity of women’s roles within developing Protestant denominations was 
increasingly viewed as problematic in a period marked debates on ideas of women’s place 
and role within the church with some even allowing them to teach and hold authority over 
men. María made clear the threat that Lutheran and perceived protestant ideas through 
alumbradismo posed to Catholicism in Guadalajara and by extension, Spain. In the charges 
laid against her, the Inquisition viewed her beliefs as incredibly destabilizing. One of the 
charges laid out states, “Next María de Cazalla, not having a high opinion of religious orders, 
said that they were all flesh and ceremonies, which explained why there was evil in 
monasteries.”234 Even further, charges dictated that her beliefs countered centuries of 
developing Catholic belief. The next charge against her states,  
María de Cazalla and other people believed that exterior works of adoration 
achieved nothing and were unnecessary, and to perform them was 
imperfection. They did not humble themselves physically at the name of Jesus, 
for they believed humility had to be present in the heart. As for those who said 
they gained pardon through physical acts of humility and the prayers they 
performed in the name of Jesus, María de Cazalla and other people said that 
amounted to business transactions. María de Cazalla and the others taught that 
vocal prayer was unnecessary.235 
 
These beliefs were incredibly problematic for the Inquisition given María’s circumvention of 
proper channels of priestly authority and with the attention María garnered in her home with 
people coming and going and meeting there to listen as she taught. To the Inquisition, a very 
real threat to Catholic hegemony in Guadalajara and Spain existed within a theologically 
unqualified woman.  
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 While many people within the Church were attempting to bring reform to 
Catholicism, there remained the possibility of diverging too much. Though María frequently 
stated that she was a good Catholic and believed in the same dogma, the charges underline a 
different reality where her beliefs and perceived teachings fell short (especially since these 
are what the Inquisition considers problematic and heretical). For example, in her defense 
María stated, “Neither in my letters nor my words did I intend to err or to feel anything 
contrary to our Catholic Faith. Rather I desired that we should all grow closer to God.”236 
Like other beatas, including Sor María de Santo Domingo, María simply desired to help 
encourage others in a faith that was important and personal to her. Perhaps it was the extent 
of her education with her ability to read and process Latin, to discuss theological matters with 
doctors in Alcalá, or because of the influence of her brother that allowed her to stand out 
within her family and community.  
María lived within an atmosphere of intellectual inquiry and spiritual innovation 
which helped foster the emergence of charismatic women like María and Teresa of Ávila 
who sought to help shape a church encumbered with corruption. In this climate, women like 
María, could exist as lay teachers and preachers. However, they existed under growing 
suspicion and concern over threats of orthodoxy.237 These women garnered numerous male 
followers through their visions, miracles like healing, and ecstasies. As intellectual 
humanism grew and influenced the church, reform was broadened in such a way that even 
the most ordinary of people, including women, could engage with religion on an individual 
level. During the trial, the Inquisition took issue not only with the fact that María taught 
others, but also with the material found within her home. In her third hearing on June 10, 
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1532, she was questioned by Inquisitor Mexia concerning the possession of Doctrina 
Cristiana by Valdés. María astutely replied, when asked “if anyone had praised this book to 
her, she said she did not remember. [But] she did remember that bachiller Tovar reprehended 
Valdés for having published the book in such a hurry without further correction and 
emendation.”238 Perhaps even more important, María defended her possession of Lutheran 
works away, stating “If Tovar reads them or had them, it will be with permission of the 
inquisitors, because Tovar is educated.”239 María possessed a copy of the book. She allegedly 
hid it at the bottom of the chest when she heard church officials and priests denigrate the 
work because of the suspicion surrounding it.240 While the early sixteenth century sustained a 
rise in humanist intellectual thought, it was still suspect for women to engage in such 
activities, even if they merely read the works of others instead of writing and actively 
engaging in the discourse. In particular, Valdés’ Doctrina Cristiana was suspect.  His text, 
which María was accused of possessing built on work by Luther and Erasmus where his text 
concealed “the subversive spiritualism of the alumbrados” and “appropriated the Lutheran 
doctrine of justification by faith alone.”241 Those who needed to be careful and ensure that 
their words did not raise the suspicions of church officials like the Inquisition. 
Ideas of gender and sexuality dictated that women’s minds were inferior to that of 
men’s, especially concerning late medieval notions of women that coloured the early modern 
period. These notions dictated that women should be subordinate to men because they were 
controlled by sexual appetites and unable to think or reason intelligently and logically.242  
This belief thereby necessitated a particular kind of patriarchal control with women under 
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their husbands’, fathers’, and priests’ influence.243 This perspective led to many discussions 
throughout the medieval and early modern period as to what positions would be available to 
women and would suit their natures and mental capacities. Ideally early modern women 
should be mothers or should work within the church as nuns consecrated to the service of 
God. In reality, however, women engaged in activities not typically associated with them. 
While literacy rates were among the lowest for women (25% of women as compared 
to 40% of men being literate), many religious women nevertheless engaged in religious 
writing, either through a scribe who wrote for them or through their own hand.244 Women 
like Teresa of Ávila were able to do so; however, in her case it was within a highly 
supervised environment. Other women like Francisca de los Apóstoles were not as 
successful. María herself corresponded on spiritual matters with her writings composed into a 
book which was circulated among her followers.245 On April 2, 1533, a witness was asked 
concerning this and if this witness had read some of the said letters by María and if they 
appeared to be on spiritual matters.246 The Inquisition, was concerned by the writings that 
María dispersed among her community, not just concerning the spiritual authority she held 
over those she taught in her home. María never denied her intellectual nature, which Schlau 
discusses where María argues in favour of women’s education. María based this right on the 
Bible: “although women are prohibited from preaching, they are not prohibited from learning 
and reading and speaking about God’s things, especially among themselves.”247 Schlau’s 
argues that María advocated for a “woman-centred space for women to discuss matters of 
importance [and that] she asserted women’s right to think and speak, although certainly not 
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from the pulpit.”248 This argument is important since María never abandoned her stance as a 
friend of intellectuals.249 Regardless, by continually stating that she would amend her 
position to align with Church authority, she was able to retain her identity as an intellectual 
while also ensuring that the proper line of authority with Church theologians determining 
what was or was not appropriate for consumption. María’s case therefore stresses how 
threatening any kind of subversion of authority could be. She inverted the existing structures 
through her authority over men like Pedro Ruiz de Alcaraz within the group of alumbrados, 
including an inappropriate retention of power over them, and with the women who met in her 
home. This is important given that María was charged with teaching on theological matters 
and reading scripture to those women who met there.  
María thereby subverted a priest’s proper position and authority in which he should 
expand on theological matters and teach his parish instead of a woman who happened to be 
highly educated and intelligent. However, perhaps more threatening was whom she supported 
and lent authority to. María propagated fellow alumbrada, Isabel de la Cruz, another woman, 
as greater than the saints, including that of Saint Paul. Such an accusation was coupled with 
issues of Cruz’s own heresy. Accusation twelve stated that Cruz “was a heretic and was 
declared and reconciled as such” as was publicly known to everyone, and that “on account of 
her heresy Isabel de la Cruz [was] in the perpetual prison [of the Inquisition].”250 María’s 
actions and beliefs placed herself, and by extension Isabel, outside of Church control and 
above Church authorities regarding dogma and belief. The Inquisition was interested in 
María’s extension of authority to Cruz and Alcaraz, especially given that María regarded her 
as “a good woman and a servant of God” that is until María “saw her condemned for being 
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the reverse.”251 Through María’s connections within her community, especially through the 
Mendoza ladies, Cruz’s heretical ideas could be legitimized and Cruz’s influence could 
extend across all levels of early modern Spanish society. Lifting Cruz as greater than the 
Saints threatened a delineated system of authority where men taught women as the weaker 
sex, but also compromised centuries of dogma and belief concerning the Saints and their role 
within the Church. 
During her second hearing, held on June 8, 1532, Inquisitor Mexia questioned 
María, not just accusing her of viewing such works positively, but also “if this defendant told 
people that she held Luther, his works, and his writings as good… if this defendant has cited 
certain authorities of Sacred Scripture in favour of Luther… [and] if she has praised Erasmus 
and said that he deserves to be canonized, and that everything he has written was like the 
Gospel to her.”252 To each, María was shrewd in her responses. To the accusation that María 
praised Luther, she stated that some of Luther’s works had the appearance of being good.253 
Concerning Erasmus, María said “that she [had] frequently praised Erasmus and his works. 
[That] this defendant has read a Paternoster of his in Spanish, as well as the Enchiridion and 
the Colloquies. She [had] considered them good works and will continue to do so until the 
Church determines something different.”254 Such a defense important since it allowed María 
to place authority back within its proper sphere with the Church determining what was 
appropriate for lay people to read for themselves. 
María carefully responded to the Inquisition’s interrogations regarding the 
possession of suspect books. She framed her reply to imply that she did not know they were 
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not appropriate and that if she had, she would amend her position. When questioned 
concerning the intent to teach, María responded poignantly, stating “because I was speaking 
with the freedom that God wants His Christians to have, and because I thought that 
Christians should not obey Our Lord out of a fear of Hell, but only because He Himself 
deserves such service, I probably said something that people took the wrong way.”255 What is 
significant is that María stated that she never intended to teach.256 Further, by stating that she 
would amend her beliefs in line with the Inquisition’s, she worked to align with expectations 
regarding her gender as a woman and apologized for the presumption of speaking.257 The 
careful framing that María employs in her replies throughout the trial places authority back in 
its proper place with Church authorities and doctors determining appropriate belief and 
scholarship for members like María. While supposedly subverting Church authority through 
the promotion of Isabel de la Cruz and Pedro Ruiz de Alcaraz as greater than the saints, her 
defense indicates a realignment of authority back to the status quo. The Inquisition’s goal of 
ensuring orthodoxy was maintained and it put María back under the control of a patriarchal 
institution. 
It is also integral to consider the public nature of punishment in sixteenth-century 
Spain. Margaret Boyle argues that such public displays of punishment, religiosity and 
penitence, “were a common fact of life” where “in Spain punishment and rehabilitation were 
predicated almost exclusively on visible, dramatic acts.”258 The Inquisition used crimes like 
María’s perceived crimes and her public penance and a potential deterrence for others. 
Though the particulars of trials remained secret, gossip would spread throughout the 
                                                
255 Ibid., 114. 
256 Ibid. 
257 Ibid. 
258 Boyle, 6-7. 
 89 
community. By shrouding the particulars as the Inquisition did, it increased their power and 
visibility. This ensured that only what the Church deemed appropriate for public when 
María’s penance would be made known. By extension, public displays like María’s auto de 
fe would have encouraged other parishioners, particularly women, to act within socially 
accepted boundaries; both religiously and privately in the home. At least this is what the 
Inquisition hoped for, the historiography clearly shows that this was not the case and that 
women in particular drew the attention of the Inquisition as they attempted to shape their 
faith in more personal and relevant ways. 
María’s case acts as one of many where attempts to interact with complex religious 
ideas, either publicly or privately, could be challenged if they were perceived as heretical and 
dangerous.  It emphasizes how closely connected public and private spaces were in early 
sixteenth-century Spain; that is, what affected the private home could also affect the wider 
community through the dissemination of ideas. However, María also occupies a peculiar 
middle space where, while she is not as successful as Teresa of Ávila or Sor María de Santo 
Domingo, she does not fail similar to other beatas. Francisca de los Apóstoles and Isabel de 
la Cruz failed with respect to matters of faith within a public space as beatas. Other women 
came before the Inquisition as single women, not as wives or mothers, in contrast to María 
who occupied both vocations: Isabel, a laundress who María employed to teach her daughters 
embroidery, and Marí Nuñez who was a servant in Lope and María’s home and a close 
friend. Francisca Hernandez, who also testified against María, most closely aligned with the 
vocation of a beata as a single woman who spent her life in devotion to God. Ultimately, it 
was Francisca Hernandez’ testimony that prompted the arrest of María given the Inquisition’s 
pressuring for names and accomplices after her arrest in 1529. Altogether, these women 
represent how women of various backgrounds and occupations could come together in 
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service and dedication to a common belief and practice. While each woman came to be 
silenced by the Inquisition and some of them labelled as heretical, I would argue that María 
remained the most successful in maintaining her defence and innocence and was released 
with an abjuration of light heresy after it was revealed that she had secretly exchanged letters 
with a fellow prisoner. While we cannot know what became of each of these women without 
further documentation, it is likely that given her position as wife and mother and due to the 
toll of the trial on her and her family, María returned to her home and husband, Lope de 
Rueda, and resumed her occupation as wife and mother. 
Overall María successfully defended herself as she mired through the accusations 
levied against her and sought to resume a position more carefully aligned with the vision that 
the Inquisition and the Catholic Church possessed. Ultimately the Inquisition was successful 
in silencing someone whose beliefs and actions through public teaching, disregarded not only 
faith, but also church authority. This trial therefore returned hierarchy to the proper 
manifestation of authority within the community. However, as the final chapter will show, 
the issues María faced stemmed not only from the authority she held over others, but also on 
her views of sexuality and marriage. Her inappropriate retention of power and authority over 
others like Isabel de la Cruz, and Pedro Ruiz de Alcaraz, not to mention the support she had 
within the community of Guadalajara also extended to her family and the control she exerted 
over the lives of her children and how she viewed her own role as a wife and mother. 
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Chapter Three: Lie Back & Think of Religion
 
“María de Cazalla claimed that she had conceived all her children without pleasure, 
and that she did not love her own children more than her neighbours’. She also depreciated 
the state of virginity, and said one earned more merit in the state of marriage, since she felt 
no pleasure in the carnal act.”259 - Statement of Francisca Hernández, Toledo, September 22, 
1530 
For early modern Spaniards, and Europeans more generally, the family unit was 
ideally headed by the husband with his wife submissively educating and caring for their 
children within the home. The family acted as an extension of the church, mirroring the ideal 
with the church as the bride of Christ, and Jesus as the groom, in loving submission.260 
Gender and social ideals concerning a wife’s role within the family reflected the religious 
ideology of the time both for how a family should be structured and how married life should 
function.261 Moreover, it was not just men who engaged in ideas concerning women, their 
status, and their role in European society. Women like María also held their own ideas 
concerning the management of their families, the purpose of sexual relations within marriage, 
and most importantly, how they should demonstrate their roles as a wives and mothers. In 
María’s case, issues of authority concerned more than public figures and teaching, but also 
how authority was expressed within the home. As established in my introduction, María’s 
experience with the Inquisition is layered within the testimony she provided. Since it was 
recorded by the Tribunal, it was in response to set ideas and questions regarding perceived 
heresy. The impression she left on others manifested in ways that subverted expectations and 
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poised her as a possible threat to the community she lived in as an active member. However, 
María’s purported heresy also related to how she viewed herself as a wife and mother and 
how it conflicted with what the Church considered that role and her attempt to fill it. It is 
important to remember that while María clearly envisioned her own particular role as a wife 
and mother in complex terms, her case represents how social perceptions influenced her trial 
and experience.  
The accusations against María concerning the management of her children and her 
notions about sexual congress concern her ideas of how she viewed the religious and social 
role of being a wife and mother. This is especially so given how unusual it would be for a 
beata to be married and a mother like María was. Indeed, the supposed insistence of the state 
of marriage as more ideal than virginity is fascinating, which as the Inquisition clearly stated, 
was false and heretical.262  While it is difficult to ascertain from the trial record, I would 
argue that María was not necessarily arguing against the status of nuns and the work they do, 
but that she was attempting to position herself as an equal. Further, that for María, the reward 
due her was not a mere thirty fold, but the same as nuns and priests. As a married woman, 
she could be just as devoted to God and therefore garner the same rewards in heaven. This 
reward is in reference to the idea that those who were celibate received a hundred-fold 
benefit verses those who married.263 In the calificadores’ vote on the case against María on 
April 16, 1531, they outlined the various propositions against her. While the first proposition 
concerned the authority she generated in favour of Isabel de la Cruz and Pedro Ruiz de 
Alcaraz, which I explored in the last chapter, the second and third concern issues within her 
marriage and her own ideas about it. They claim that “this defendant said she was more 
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united to God when she was having sex with her husband than when she was engaged in the 
loftiest prayer in the world.”264 Furthermore, the prosecution asserted that the defendant also 
said that, when she paid the marital debt to her husband, it was completely holy.265 María 
was examined, not only as a wife and mother, but also as a member of the Catholic body and 
as such her trial represents an intersection of faith and gender. 
The early modern ideal held for holy women to lay within enclosed walls as 
consecrated virgins and nuns in service to God. The existence of beatas challenged these 
expectations as they existed outside the confines of church walls and moved amongst the 
public offering their service to God through charitable acts. One’s class, ethnic background, 
and personal experience would shape how each beata interacted on a societal and spiritual 
level. Typically, most beatas were unmarried women in consecrated or dedicated service to 
God. María’s experience is therefore atypical given her status as a married mother who is 
also middle aged. Further, as an alumbrada María’s controversial ideas contradicted Catholic 
dogma and beliefs for women as wives, mothers, and consecrated virgins.  Stacey Schlau 
highlights the atypical nature of María’s existence as a wife and mother.266 I agree with 
Schlau that María’s status, connections, and social class aided her in mounting a successful 
defense against the accusations against her. However, I would also argue that her status as a 
married woman in conjunction with the beliefs that María held concerning marriage, 
motherhood, and marital relations positioned her as a threat to not only the communal social 
order, but also to the order of the home. María threatened the deeply rooted ideology of 
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familial authority in which the father is the head of the home and the wife in quiet 
submission. In the eyes of the Inquisition, María endangered the social order of the home in 
three main ways: through her ideas on matrimony and sex within marriage, her management 
of her children’s vocations, and through allegations that she held no love for her own 
children. This chapter focusses on issues of authority through her influence on the home and 
towards future generations via the guidance she had on her children and their lives. To the 
Inquisition, she existed as a threat to stability within the home, and more broadly through the 
community, and therefore needed to be either re-educated concerning Catholic doctrine, or 
silenced so as not to risk spreading subversive ideas even further.  
Roles for women within marriage: Protestant threats 
Theoretically in early modern Spain, there existed few vocational options for women 
outside of marriage or the convent. Women were restricted in terms of what actions they 
could do independently and publicly without the aid of a male family member. Like Lisa 
Vollendorf states, that it was the perception that “public life was virtually closed to them, as 
they could not conduct business or seek legal recourse without the permission of their fathers 
or husbands.”267 But as Vollendorf argues, their reality was far more complex and vibrant as 
they eked out their own reality in their own contexts and in the world in which they lived.268 
Ideally women were supposed to be either mothers or nuns. Yet, the reality was far more 
complex, with women acting as wives, mothers, and single women. These occupations 
overlapped those who worked outside the home as laundresses, embroiderers, or a multitude 
of other occupations. Added to this complexity were those women who also chose to act as 
beatas. Very rarely were women mere wives or daughters, and even within convents women 
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took on a multitude of occupations required in the convent’s daily operations. This was the 
case for women of all statuses. For example, aristocratic women rarely embodied the ideal as 
the submissive wife with mothers orchestrating alliances through marriage and influencing 
politics through their fathers, brothers, and husbands.269 The perceived ideal, as stated by 
male theologians and politicians, often conflicted with the muddy reality in which women 
acted in various ways within their own lives to shape the world around them. While many 
women, including those within the powerful Mendoza family and famous reformers like 
Teresa of Ávila, successfully challenged the perceived ideal of womanhood and navigated a 
supposedly limited role in society, not everyone was as successful.  
María’s alleged ideas concerning marriage presented a threat to accepted social 
beliefs concerning the expression of faith, especially in a period marked by such intense 
religious change that only the development of Protestant belief alongside developing 
Catholic reform could spur. Perhaps claims against María reminded Inquisitors too much of 
Lutheran belief, especially concerning other allegations that alumbradismo incorporated 
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Luther’s concerns and ideology. As I examined in the previous chapter, by 1538 Erasmian 
ideas were no longer tolerated and Protestant ideas were regarded with “heightened alarm” 
and “relentlessly investigated by the Inquisition.”270 In the early sixteenth century, there was 
little distinction between the public and private and what threatened the social order of the 
community also threatened the order of the home. As such, alumbradismo did not just relate 
to issues of authority and María’s attempts to publicly educate Catholics, but also to her very 
role as a wife and mother and her alleged beliefs concerning the religious vocation of 
marriage. This is certainly present in the charges later brought against María with the 
Prosecutor’s accusation on June 12, 1532, where the sixteenth charge against her concerned 
the management of her family. There the Inquisition claimed that María had little respect for 
religious orders and that she asserted they were nothing but “flesh and ceremonies” which 
“explained why there was evil in the monasteries” and that “she said there were no Christian 
men to marry her daughters.”271 Even further “she wished her sons-in-law were alumbrados 
or Lutherans, like she was.”272 It was not just the fact that María herself seemed to cleave to 
Lutheran beliefs, but that she spread it to her community, and more importantly, to her 
children. Similar to concerns about one’s lineage in cases of Judaizing, María’s management 
of her family and her desires for her children’s marriages and vocations threatened to spread 
pernicious Protestant beliefs far beyond the home. The accusations against María stress the 
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church’s fear that Lutheranism would spread in Spain; especially as reform within the Church 
took on a much more urgent tone in response to the schism Luther caused.  
Virginity verses matrimony 
 For wives, while they could not attain the same ideal of being perpetual virgins and 
mothers, prescriptive literature offered other avenues. Juan Luis Vives’ work offers such a 
model where women were urged to instead “emulate the chastity, industry, silence, 
compassion, and obedience of Mary.”273 Further, “no mortal woman could truly attain such 
perfection as Mary, however, particularly in light of the belief that she herself was conceived 
without stain of original sin. Mary thus came to symbolize difference from mortal women, as 
an Other to be venerated, but also to remind women of their imperfection.”274 While it is 
difficult to ascertain the extent to which María studied Vives and other humanists beyond 
what the Inquisition included in its record of her trial, if María did read from these men to 
women who met with her, it is likely that they informed her understanding.275 María’s case 
therefore underlines the impossibility of attaining a similar level of perfection. That instead 
of doing so, she created a space for herself as a married mother by emphasizing her 
femininity and what made her a woman: the ability to procreate and become a mother 
through childbirth. Contextually it makes sense that Mary’s positive religious attributes 
would influence María’s understanding of marriage and her role as a wife and mother. 
This is even more strongly evident when one considers the antithesis to Mary: Eve, 
the first mother of humanity who also, through carnal knowledge and the desire to 
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understand all that is good and evil, caused her and her descendants to carry the burden of sin 
and death. Like Perry argues, the contrast between Mary and Eve underscores the issues 
concerning sexuality. Perry states that “as an idealization of female purity, Mary denied the 
sexuality of woman and promoted the belief that it was dangerous and sinful.”276 While such 
a dichotomy makes it almost impossible for the common woman to attain such levels of 
purity and faith, many religious women attempted to accentuate themselves as daughters of 
Mary rather than Eve. Some nuns like Teresa of Ávila became, in a sense, virginal mothers to 
those they guided in reform, matters of faith, and devotion to God. While they could not ever 
hope to perfectly emulate the Virgin Mary, they could reflect the same virtues that elevated 
her so highly within the kingdom of heaven. These women, however, remained safe because 
their sexuality was controlled. Instead of promoting sexual practice as a means of accessing 
God, their perpetual virginity became an emblem of their burden as women and their 
propensity to sin as compared to men. How each individual woman’s faith manifested 
depended on circumstance and background and their internalization of not just patriarchal 
structures, but also Catholic dogma and faith. 
The supposed insistence of the state of marriage as more ideal than virginity is 
fascinating in how María uplifts it over that of virginity, which as the Inquisition clearly 
stated, was false and heretical.277 Such claims underscore fears of the spread of Lutheranism 
in Spain, especially as reform within the Church took on a much more urgent tone in 
response to the schism Luther caused. The accusations against María concerning the 
management of her children and her notions about sexual congress accentuate her femininity 
as a wife and mother. In the record, the Inquisitors denigrated María’s ideas of the carnal act: 
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As far as the reason for preferring matrimony to virginity, the first 
phrase—which says that marriage is worth more than virginity--is 
heretical and against the Gospel, which attributes a hundred-fold 
benefit to the celibate, and a thirty-fold to the married. The [very] 
idea has also been condemned. As far as the other statement is 
concerned--that she felt no physical pleasure, etc.—it is offensive and 
has the flavour of heresy.278 
 
With such widely venerated religious symbols like the Virgin Mary and the praise of 
celibacy, sometimes even within marriage, it is clear how threatening María’s perceived 
stance could be. With such a premium placed on virginity, María depreciated not just a state 
of being, but something on which much of Catholic practice centred around. That is, she 
devalued perpetual virginity in dedication to God, and therefore upset the social order. 
Further, her highly public profile and penchant for teaching outside the home, meant that 
such subversive ideas threatened to spread beyond the home and perhaps take root in the 
community. The Inquisition argued that such a stance was heretical and that virginity would 
remain the ideal calling. Not only María could not emulate the ideal through virginal 
dedication, she also failed in regards to her role as a mother in terms of conception. 
Motherhood’s Ideals: From Conception to Adulthood 
It was concerning, if not verging on heretical, when Francisca Hernandez claimed that 
María held no love towards her children. In the same vote by the calificadores on April 16, 
1531, it was argued that “this defendant had conceived all her children without pleasure, and 
that she loved them no more than the children of her neighbours.”279 This tied to the fourth 
proposition in which it was professed that “this defendant said that people sinned mortally 
every time they loved something well, whether husbands or children or anything else, 
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according to the love of God.”280 To which the theologians who deliberated on the heretical 
nature of each of the claims simply stated that “this proposition is very dangerous, very 
scandalous, and heretical, and is condemned by this Holy Office. It contradicts evangelical 
law.”281 One of the main witnesses concerning the apparent lack of affection María held 
concerning her family was Francisca Hernandez, who made several statements for the 
Inquisition against María. On September 22, 1530, in Toledo, Francisca was questioned 
about any letters that María could have sent concerning the alumbrados. Francisca 
responded, telling the Inquisitors that in one of the letters that María had claimed to not love 
her own children more than that of her neighbours.282 Though more than six months elapsed 
between Francisca’s testimony and the initial vote of the calificadores, clearly the Inquisition 
was concerned with María’s status as a mother, especially if mothers were meant to emulate 
the Virgin Mary, Anna, and other saintly mothers who loved their children. Motherhood in 
early modern Spain was closely tied with Catholic dogma, especially since it was a legitimate 
vocation for women.  Marriage and motherhood were not just a means of propagation, but 
also that it created new servants for God, honoured the land, and brought glory to Heaven.283 
Saintly mothers like the Virgin Mary and Anna simultaneously fulfilled their duties as 
women and as Christians through the vocation of motherhood. While María could not fulfil 
the chastity that Mary could as a perpetual virgin, she could serve God through her status as a 
mother. The issue the Inquisition had was that she equated her vocation of motherhood as the 
                                                
280 Homza, 119; Ortega-Costa, 32. “La quarta proposiçión es que dezía esta rea que todas las vezes 
que querían algo bien, ora fuse marido o hijos o otra cosa qualquiera por amor de Dios que pecavan 
mortalmente.” 
281 Homza, 119; Ortega-Costa, 32. “La qual proposiçión es muy peligrosa y muy escandalosa y 
herética, condenada por este Santo Ofiçio e que contradize la lei evangélica.” 
282 Homza, 118; Ortega-Costa, 74. “…e que a sus hijos no los quería más de como a hijos de sus 
vezinos.” 
283 Perry, Gender and Disorder in Early Modern Seville, 65. 
 101 
same as dedicated virginity. This related to how she supposedly claimed to not experience 
pleasure within conjugal relations and such a threat spilled beyond religious to medical. 
Finally, St. Paul discusses the idea of the “conjugal debt” and that couples ‘owed’ one 
another sexual intercourse as a means of demonstrating their love for one another as married 
spouses—this was an idea that Luther and Calvin greatly stressed, but was also a part of 
Catholicism. In his books, Saludable instrucción del estado de matrimonio, Fray Vicente 
Mexía devoted the first treatise in it to marriage. Parry states that he forwards the natural 
order where it required that “husbands regard their wives as companions than slaves.”284 
While women are not meant to be their husbands slaves, they are do not remain their equals 
and that “she should be under his protection and shelter [where] he should lover her and 
teach her and show he how to avoid error, advise her and correct her, defend her from all evil 
and danger.”285 Mexía argues that when “a woman marries, she ‘makes herself subject to her 
husband…and is no longer owner of her own body.”286 Therefore, women should come 
under their husbands authority and while the husband could not deny his wife, his wife 
should not especially deny her husband since he was responsible for her mental and social 
wellbeing in caring for her.  
Motherhood 
In conjunction with the calificadores’ vote and the prosecutor’s accusation on June 
12, 1532, the Inquisition followed up with their concerns regarding possible heresy with 
María’s motherly stance towards her children. The prosecution against María reiterated that 
she had conceived all her children without pleasure and that she did not love them anymore 
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than her neighbours.287 However, it followed up, stating “she reprehended a certain lady who 
deeply loved her own children, calling that lady a butcher of the flesh who had a piece of her 
heart in each child.”288 With both accusations concerning how she conceived her children, 
and how she cared for them after their births, it seems that the Inquisition was concerned not 
just with how she viewed her role and responsibility as a mother after childbirth, but also 
with how those children were conceived. With responsibility placed on a woman to provide 
the best possible means of conception, a hospital environment for the developing child, and 
to nurture the child post-partum, María’s actions and beliefs read not just as heretical. At best 
María’s stance on conception and pleasure within marital intercourse was irresponsible. At 
worst, she threatened the well-being of her offspring. Regardless of her role as a mother, and 
a woman, her body would shape how her husband’s seed manifested as a child. This 
necessitated that she adhere to accepted belief and therefore the claim that she experienced 
no pleasure during intercourse and that she conceived all her children without experiencing 
such pleasure placed her in opposition to societal ideals of motherhood. With both the social 
consequences and their intertwining significance in religious faith, María’s stance was not 
only heretical, but also socially problematic because it forfeited a responsibility as a mother 
to her own children. Regardless of her attempt to situate herself as deeply religious and on 
par to women who dedicated themselves in consecrated virginity, such stances did not aid 
María in her attempt to position herself as a deeply devoted and religious woman. Her 
responsibility as a mother towards her children did not commence with their births, and not 
even their quickening, but from each of their conceptions.289 The accusations concerning 
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María’s stance on pleasure within marriage did not threaten only her own soul, but also had 
the potential to spread to her own children. 
María’s case acts as one of many where attempts to interact with complex religious 
ideas, either publicly or privately, could be challenged if they verged on either heretical or 
dangerous. Her case also underscores how closely connected public and private spaces were 
in early sixteenth-century Spain. That is, the dissemination of ideas between the public and 
private could also affect the wider community. For early modern Spaniards, and Europeans 
more generally, the family unit was ideally headed by the husband with his wife 
submissively educating and caring for their children within the home. Expectations regarding 
sex within marriage fell in line with ideas of procreation and the sanctity of life.290 This was 
especially so given that it was believed that women were not created as equal and therefore 
were not intended as equal.291 Wives should therefore be under the submission and protection 
of their husbands and that husbands should in turn teach their wives how to avoid error and 
to advise and correct them.292 However, the complexity that María faced, like other married 
women, was that they could not perfectly emulate the ideal model and would therefore 
occupy a position that would fall below the perfect ideal.  
The problem with such a stance was also muddied by the fact that the church 
considered women morally inferior and more prone to sin. Schlau argues that “curbing 
female sexuality became an ecclesiastic priority” and that “when the speaker who extolled 
the virtues of marital sex was also a woman, and a woman who practiced interior prayer, the 
stakes were raised even higher.”293 Human sexuality was viewed with great suspicion and 
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was considered a distraction and corruption and was distasteful. However, since it was 
women who were primarily identified as passionate and sexual, it was on women’s bodies 
that sin manifested to be overcome by spiritual men.294 Given the focus of historical sources 
to stress a reaction to perceived shortcomings of women, such ideas lend to a belief in a 
woman’s inability to navigate her faith during this period; especially in conjunction with “the 
attempt to silence women who did not maintain enough silence.”295 Such attempts helped 
give women agency in shaping their faith since attempts to guide their moral inferiority to 
curb their spirituality gave them power. 
Women also had an active voice in issues they faced. As Lisa Vollendorf argues, they 
too “drew on the dominant culture’s views of femininity, depicting themselves as weak, 
ignorant, or intellectually inadequate” and that “women had particular means of interacting 
with each other and the world—that early modern women shared, to varying degrees, similar 
priorities and similar strategies for survival and self-presentation.”296 Such agency manifested 
not only in public venues, but also within the home concerning how women viewed and 
shaped their roles as mothers, wives, and even themselves. María was no exception, and 
while we do not possess any personal material written by her other than what has been 
included in the trial record, her case exemplifies how one’s personal perceptions could 
influence the conceptions of those around them. The only access we have to her is through 
Inquisition source material where multiple filters are present, thereby making it difficult to 
truly ascertain if this is what she believed or thought about herself and the world she lived in. 
María’s case is situated within a religious discourse that strongly promoted such a 
binary between good and evil through the examples of the Virgin Mary; Queen of Heaven, 
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and Eve, who wrought the destruction of humanity through the first sin. María supposedly 
raised herself as a human mother and wife through the claims against her. Marí Nuñéz, who 
once lived with María and her husband, witnessed against María for the Inquisition 
supporting such a claim against her. Like the accusations against María, Marí stated that 
María had told her personally that María considered the act of the marital debt as “totally 
divine” and that when she was in the “carnal act with her husband” she was closer to God 
than during the act of prayer.297 The case the Inquisition built using it and Francesca’s 
testimony show how concerning and heretical it could be that María supposedly held the 
marital debt within marriage as an act of devotion to God. This proposition against María ties 
to the third in how she positioned it over other forms of religious vocation, devotion, and 
dedication. 
While it is most problematic that María raised the status of marriage and the act of 
sex over that of virginity, there also remained insinuations that she denied her husband in 
marital intercourse. Doing so meant that María acted outside the expectations for wives 
where they submit themselves to their husbands as Christ does towards the Church, and thus 
pay the marital debt. On November 3, 1530, Marí Núñez made a statement against María as 
the Inquisition sought to build up its case against her. In it, Marí claimed that María refused 
to pay the marriage debt towards Lope. Marí was asked how María came to claim that paying 
the marital debt made one completely holy. In response she said that  
“…she was a great friend of María’s before María became 
an alumbrado, and they lived together in one house; and María asked 
her what she had to do to unite herself to God, and Marí Núñez told 
her to be clean in her soul and her body. As for her husband, she 
should abstain and be clean, except for what pertained to the 
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generation of children. María took to extremes what this witness told 
her, and denied her husband the marital debt in such a way that her 
confessors told her it was inappropriate. Afterward María—being 
then on good terms with her husband and doing everything he 
wanted—told this witness what happened, reprehended her for what 
she had advised, and said those aforementioned words to her.”298  
 
Though it seems that María was careful and did not deny her husband, she instead 
moved to the other extreme with the significance of the marital debt and its status within the 
marriage. Regardless, to deny one’s husband would act as a significant breach of the natural 
order. María and anyone else who sought to emulate the example set by the church faced a 
precarious line between denial and engaging in sexual relations too much. Though she writes 
concerning Fray Vicente Mexía’s instruction manual which was published more than thirty 
years after the culmination of the trial, Perry’s examination of marital relations and the 
balance between denial and submission to the marital debt helps outline the issues of heresy 
that María herself faced in 1530. Perry states that “sexual relations between husband and wife 
must be governed by reason rather than sensually and those who engage in sex for any 
purpose other than procreation, such as ‘appetite and vain happiness,’ are guilty of a ‘very 
grave sin.’”299 It is important to note that Perry underscores the agency that a wife can exert 
within the marriage bed. She writes that “If a man wants relations with his wife only for 
sensuality and not for procreation, she has the right to refuse to obey him.”300 While women 
could exert some modicum of control within their marriages, the onus however, could have 
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negative consequences. Perry continues, stating that “moreover, if he threatens her and tries 
to force her, she has the obligation to resist him, even to death.”301 This was supported by the 
church since clerics advised wives by offering the reward of martyrdom since they are 
willing to die for God.302 Marí’s testimony emphasises the double standard that women could 
face. María’s attempts to unite herself to God and cleanse her soul courted a fine line 
between heterodoxy and orthodoxy. María’s case therefore emphasizes the complexity of 
ideology and reality and the difficulty that existed in perfectly emulating revered saints’ and 
in perfect alignment with church values. If one considers all the feast days and special days in 
which one should not engage in marital relations, the likelihood of reality matching is very 
low. While this helps show the complexity of everyday married life, especially with the 
problems that Marí herself seems to have contributed to the marriage of Lope and María, the 
Inquisition still sought to eradicate heresy: even within the incredibly personal domain that 
was the marriage bed. 
Concerning the second proposition and the claims regarding the marital debt, the third 
proposition alleged that in book of letters on alumbrado teachings, that María “had conceived 
all her children without pleasure, and that she loved them no more than the children of her 
neighbours; she also deprecated the state of virginity because she said one gained more merit 
in the state of matrimony since she felt no pleasure in the carnal act.”303 María considered 
her participation in the marital debt as a sacrifice which helped bring her closer to God. She 
stated that it was “with great sorrow that she paid the marital debt and in order not to fall into 
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disorder and enjoyment she would think about a step of the Passion or about the last 
judgement or about begging God that the actions taking place be for him” and that therefore 
she did not feel carnal delight.304 María’s alleged beliefs subverted the narrative and 
expectation concerning sexual relations and passion and through her sacrifice and dedication 
to God she attempted to position it as equal to other avenues of religious faith. However, 
while the Inquisition considered the first parts of the third proposition as arrogant and horrific 
statements, the final part was definitively heretical in its nature. The Inquisition stated that 
this was because it depreciated the excellent state of virginity, as had been approved by 
Christ, their redeemer, as an excellent thing.305 In their qualification of its heretical nature, 
the Inquisition further explained that being celibate and the status of virginity in service to 
God attributed a greater benefit than those who married. They stated that the Gospel 
attributes “a hundred-fold benefit to the celibate, and a thirty-fold to the married.”306 Such 
beliefs stretch back to the fourth century to Saint Jerome who interpreted the parable of the 
soil which produced three different yields: thirty fold, sixty fold, and one hundred fold.307 
According to Helen Parish, Jerome interpreted this as the reward that awaited the three 
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hundred. He said unto them, He that has ears to hear, let him hear” (KJV). 
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groups of Christians: pious spouses, chaste widows, and finally consecrated virgins.308 
Clearly María’s alleged beliefs on marriage and matrimony ran counter to long accepted 
religious practice, and belief.  
María’s stance on marriage as a vocation as compared to virginity relates to the 
previous chapter and issues of authority, especially considering the reach she had through the 
community of women who met in her home. It was not simply that her ideas, which were 
dissimilar to other beatas who were normally consecrated virgins, which upset long 
established beliefs concerning the sacrament of marriage and celibacy, but also that she 
represented to the Inquisition the problematic aspects of Protestantism. This is especially in 
reference to Luther’s ideas on marriage and motherhood as the main vocations for women 
and their best means of attaining salvation. Schlau argues that María’s stance was threatening 
because of her position as a woman and because of her assertion of the right to think and 
speak publicly. However, Schlau fails to consider how María’s access to the larger 
community and the possibility of her beliefs spreading could be considered threatening. 
Schlau states that it was because María did not behave according “to clearly defined and 
enforced definitions of womanhood.”309 While I agree with Schlau, I would expand on that 
and argue that María’s access to the community and her influence on highly connected 
individuals like members of the Mendoza family also posed an incredible risk. Especially 
since leading intellectuals and aristocratic members of the Spanish elite were sympathetic to 
alumbradismo and the tenants of its faith which were highly personal with its adherence to 
dejamiento and recogimiento. María’s case and the charges against her, especially regarding 
her denigration of virginity and claim to experience no pleasure while in the midst of marital 
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intercourse, were about more than definitions of womanhood. They concerned womanhood 
in relation to the wider community and in turn how that community perceived them. María’s 
attempt to subvert traditionally maintained beliefs about the religious worth of virginity as 
compared to chastity within marriage, and insert herself within the dialogue of vocational 
calling and its inherent worth ultimately failed. Labelled by the Inquisition as inherently 
heretical, scandalous, and horrific, María therefore faced upsetting social order not only 
within the home, but also on a larger scale within the community with its seeming ties to 
Luther and developing Protestant doctrine. 
Authority within the home 
Similar to the subversion of priestly authority, María also represented a subversion of 
holy authority within the familial structure. That is her actions, her beliefs, and her very 
being as an educated and opinionated woman set her against expectations of women in that 
period. Claims against María underlined these fears given her husband Lope de Rueda’s 
inability to control her and maintain the ideal lines of authority within the home. Perry argues 
that “later-sixteenth century writings on marriage emphasized its function to reflect God’s 
order on earth, with the husband’s authority as the rightful ruler of the family softened by his 
obligation to love and care for his wife and children.” .”310 While the Inquisition does not 
directly address María’s husband, the fact that Lope offered little support towards María 
during her trial highlights issues of authority within the home. Indeed, the only support that 
Lope provided María, with the help of their children, was to assist and draft two short lists 
featuring questions for supportive witnesses to use in the attempt to discredit adversarial 
witnesses.311 Even further, it seems that the marriage was an unhappy one with Lope being 
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unfaithful towards María with his “taste for pleasure outside his marriage bed.”312 It is 
perhaps ironic that María’s attempt to guide those around her to greater religious devotion 
failed given her husband’s lack of care towards spiritual and moral matters. It was not 
singularly the Lutheran influence on alumbrados’ religious views on marriage that allowed 
María to explore such ideas concerning the marital debt and holiness. Rather, it augmented 
ideas concerning the role of beatas within early modern Spain and the access to religious 
devotion they provided. As others have argued, María’s experience is distinct compared to 
the average beata due in large part because of her familial status and connections. However, 
I argue that María is attempting to do something similar with her own views on marriage and 
that this is made easier by the situation that Lope helped create within their family home. 
María’s views, while ultimately heretical, underscore her femininity and Perry states, serve 
to, “fortify the traditional gender system.”313 That is, she assumed her role as a wife and 
mother and used it to fortify her piety and inform her stance on religious devotion within a 
Catholic setting that limited the vocational options available to women. Such views are not 
necessarily specifically alumbrado, however with María’s position as both married and a 
beata, it would make sense that María’s sense of devotion and religious spirituality would 
leak into all areas of her life. It was not that María was not dedicated enough, or that she 
attempted to break the system of gender and order which defined the society. Instead it was 
that she subverted religious dogma and orthodoxy concerning marriage. 
In the witnesses’ question and answers, Núñez attempted to take Lope to bed, enough 
so that it prompted María to warn Núñez away from her family and husband in particular.314 
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As Alcalá states, this help was too little, too late, since it prompted Ortega’s sadly insightful 
comment in which it seemed that Lope had little regard for the same religious anxieties that 
María possessed.315 It is perhaps ironic that María’s attempt to guide those around her to 
greater religious devotion failed given her husband’s lack of care towards spiritual and moral 
matters. Clearly relations within the home mark a breakdown of authority and away from the 
ideal structure with marriage acting as the “path to salvation” even if it was a less perfect 
status than that of celibacy or virginity.316 The ideal marriage promoted harmony within the 
home with the wife in perfect submission to her husband. However, familial honour was also 
promoted by the husband who  should treat his wife reputably,  not flee from her, love her, 
and finally honour her so as not to pervert the natural order.317 Like Vollendorf states, 
“fathers, brothers, and husbands had the responsibility of protecting women and keeping 
them in line” and in turn, police their chastity and fidelity.318 Husbands did not experience 
the same social fallout if they failed to uphold religious callings to chastity and fidelity 
within marriage. Such a double-standard stresses the gendered expectations that men, and 
especially women, faced within marriage with the expectation to remain chaste falling more 
heavily on the wife. María’s case and the charges against her concerning her supposed refusal 
to pay the marriage debt alongside the marital problems Lope caused through infidelity 
reveal a complexity present in early modern marriages. Even with all the available guides and 
spiritual ideals for marriage, the family, and the structure of the home, a breakdown between 
partners could clearly still occur and that further, both partners might not have the same 
desires concerning religious devotion. María’s experience and extreme religiosity help show 
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that even the most devoted of women could not necessarily prevent others, even her husband, 
from engaging in such behaviour. The most religiously minded could still err as the 
Inquisition clearly believed that María was a heretic and sought to seek evidence in 
confirmation. It was not that María was not dedicated enough, but that she subverted 
religious dogma and orthodoxy concerning marriage. This was further problematized by the 
fact that since her husband Lope failed to properly manage the home and his wife, she 
threatened to spread her ideas throughout the community and on to her children through her 
management of her children’s marriages and vocations. 
The case against María and the perceived threats towards Catholic doctrine are 
ultimately feminine. This final chapter stresses the three main ways in which a gendered 
approach to history proves valuable, and I would argue, integral and inseparable from the 
common narrative. María’s subversion of authority is not done so as to make her equal to 
men, but to lift her in ways that underline and propagate her feminine nature: her role as a 
mother, her status as a married woman, and her management of the family attempt to garner 
her the same virtue that a virginal nun possessed. I do not think she necessarily perceived 
how threatening to larger society her views could be, but that she saw herself as a simple 
Catholic woman, a mother, and a wife, who had the same passions for Christ and reform as 
others, like Teresa of Ávila. Just as Vollendorf argues for other women who left historical 
traces, María attempted to create a legitimate space for herself within the Catholic faith and 
religious community as a wife and mother. María’s case is that of one woman attempting to 
negotiate a cultural and religious space in which her faith was informed both socially and 
theologically. While here heresy crosses both lines, it seems clear that María understood her 
role as a woman who was both married and a mother in early modern society and attempted 
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to fashion her faith around those notions. This together with its similarities to burgeoning 
Protestant factions in the early sixteenth century, attracted the attention of the Inquisition. 
The Inquisition’s issues with María were not just that her attempts to engage with 
faith were similar to Lutheranism. It is that she also did so as a woman which upset social 
order, not only because she taught publicly and within her home, but also because she 
threatened to spread subversive ideas to further generations through her children. María’s 
case therefore does not align with others who also failed in their attempts to reform Spain. It 
remains seperate in how she positioned herself as a beata. Unlike Francisca Hernandez, 
Isabel de la Cruz, or even others not related to her case, María remained a married woman 
and mother. The claims against her highlight a dangerous spirituality that extended far 
beyond personal faith, but also through the home in how she supposedly viewed marital 
relations, how she managed her children’s lives, and how she regarded her own children on 
comparison to her neighbours’. María’s case and outcome help draw attention to how women 
attempted to shape their faith in ways that were personal to themselves. Some were 
incredibly unsuccessful in convincing those around them, like Francisca de los Apóstoles or 
Marí Nuñéz, but María escaped relatively unscathed. It is difficult to ascertain whether María 
stopped believing in the claims against her, especially since she never recanted or confessed 
to heresy even to the end of the trial, but also because of a lack of documentation after the 
conclusion of the Inquisition’s investigation against her. Regardless, with the injunction 
against her to remain silent, the Inquisition achieved its goal in silencing what it perceived as 
incredibly dangerous.  
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Conclusion 
“…asked what was contained in the first letter Tovar wrote to her…María de Cazalla said, in 
effect, he said how he knew her character, life, spiritual exercise, and desires, and he knew 
she was imprisoned in the tribunal. He had tried to find a way to console her, and asked her 
to tell him how things looked for her.” –May 16, 1533319 
On October 14, 1534, the Inquisitors and consultadores voted to absolve María from 
the initial charges laid against her. However, María was involved in a prison scandal where 
she exchanged secret letters with a fellow alumbrado: Bernardino de Tovar. On May 2, 1533, 
Mari Fernández appeared before the Inquisition to report that Bernardino’s servant, “had 
carried a very large written document to a lady [María] imprisoned there… and that this lady 
[María] had wanted to send back another document.”320 María’s servant had mistakenly 
thrown the letter into the wrong cell where the warden found the document and presented it 
to the inquisitors.321 
This was not the first time that Bernardino himself had been accused of sending 
secret messages. The Toledo Inquisitors were already in the midst of examining messages 
sent between Bernardino de Tovar and his half-brother, Juan de Vergara, between April 23 
and May 17, 1533.322 The mistake on the part of María’s servant spurred a second 
investigation of Bernardino and led to the presentation of new charges against María on 
December 17, 1534. The investigation included the use of torture on October 10, 1534, which 
she withstood under many warnings by Inquisitors to tell the truth. María held fast, even 
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calling on Jesus to give her strength.323 Ultimately, through the use of solid character 
witnesses, and her own educated background, María never wavered and defended herself 
against the accusations levied against her. 
Finally, on December 19, 1534, nine years after María’s initial confession during the 
Edict of Grace period, and two years after her arrest and first interview, María’s sentence was 
read out to her in a private ceremony.324 While the chief prosecutor had not totally proven his 
case against María, he accused of her being an “accomplice of heretics,” hampering the Holy 
Office, and listed all the charges initially brought forward.325 The sentence against her 
required that María pay public penance in her home parish in Guadalajara. She accepted the 
sentence and abjured herself of a light suspicion of heresy. Finally, she was ordered to keep 
everything that she had seen and heard in the tribunal secret and was forbidden to leave 
Toledo without the permission of the Inquisitors. At last, on December 19, 1534, with her 
hand on the Holy Gospels, María abjured herself and was freed from the custody of the 
Tribunal.326  
Though María regained her freedom, she had spent many years incarcerated in the 
jails of the Tribunal due to her heretical activities. This was driven by the context of the 
Protestant and Catholic Reformations which spurred a closer examination of religious 
practice and belief, especially with regards to mysticism. Like Angel Alcalá argues, it was 
fear and suspicion of Lutheranism and Spanish Erasmianism that drove their initial 
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investigation.327 However, I argue that this was further augmented by the gendered aspect of 
María’s crimes as a wife, mother, and a woman occupying such a visible role in her 
community of Guadalajara. Regardless of the nature of María’s heresy, the fear of 
alumbradismo and its spread motivated their concern and intervention. Despite how well 
María defended herself, that the Inquisition considered María’s potential heresy as serious is 
evident in the initial charges. 
If one considers the initial sentence to the final one handed down, the actual 
punishment is far lighter. The proposed charges in the accusation crafted by bachiller Diego 
Ortiz de Angulo, chief prosecutor of the Holy Office on June 12, 1532 recommended a 
sentence of major excommunication, to lose all her goods and landed property, to be relaxed 
to the secular arm, and finally that her descendants through the male and female lines through 
the first degree be deprived of any public offices and benefices--both ecclesiastical and 
secular.328 Compare this to the actual sentence María received in which, despite the October 
1534 vote to absolve her of all charges, she was required on December 19, 1534 to perform a 
public penance in her parish in Guadalajara and pay a small fine in light of the prison scandal 
with Bernardino.329 Even given the high percentages of those who were penanced and 
reconciled and the low numbers of those who were burnt in effigy or prison, there still 
remained fear that it was possible would have weighed heavily, which was the aim of the 
Inquisition.330 María’s case clearly represented a threat which required thorough attention 
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and care. Though she abjured herself of light heresy, María was sworn to secrecy on 
everything that transpired within the Inquisition and her trial.331   
The actions against María and the heightened fears concerning the spread of her 
subversive and dangerous spirituality of alumbradismo, help show that even when denied 
positions of public and private authority, women could yet shape how they conceived the 
world around them and how their own faith personally manifested. Clearly María had deeply 
rooted beliefs and ideas concerning her spirituality and how she viewed the faith of those 
around her and sought to engage in ways that brought her closer to God and make her faith 
more personally relevant. Ultimately she challenged a system of belief in a period marked by 
religious reform and intense religious change as Protestantism developed and shifted the 
politics of Europe. Spain would remain hegemonic in its faith, but that was due to activities 
of the Inquisition, which as María’s case highlights, sought to eradicate heresy and help teach 
a populace concerning proper belief and religious practice. María successfully defended 
herself and her case helps show how women could further augment and shape how their faith 
manifested personally and socially. Her case is helps illuminate the complicated reality for 
women attempting to shape their role within religion. 
This thesis is not exhaustive of all the possible scholarship concerning María and 
other alumbrados as they relate to the Catholic Reformation within Spain. However, by 
positioning María and her experience from within a gendered scope, the hope is to help 
broaden the possibilities that such an avenue can stress as it already has through other 
esteemed studies concerning other women like Teresa of Ávila, Francisca de los Apóstoles, 
Sor María de Santo Domingo, and many others. While distinct, María’s case connects how 
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the implantation of reform and the reaction to Lutheranism and Erasmianism could and did 
affect the early modern Spanish religious community. Further examination of women in the 
religious climate of Europe remains to be done. María was but one of many who experienced 
the force of the Inquisition and its attempts to educate and eradicate heretical ideas. It was 
how she fashioned her faith the set her apart from other women’s experiences within the 
Tribunals of Spain. 
How María positioned herself as a beata sets her apart. Unlike Francisca Hernandez, 
Isabel de la Cruz, or other beatas, María remained a married woman and mother. María’s 
case and outcome helps underscore how women attempted to shape their faith in ways that 
were personal to themselves. It is difficult to ascertain whether María stopped believing in 
the claims against her after her trial, especially since she never recanted or confessed to 
heresy even to the end, but also because of a lack of documentation after the conclusion of 
the Inquisition’s investigation against her. While we cannot know what became of a woman 
investigated by the Inquisition without further documentation, it is likely that María returned 
to her home and husband, Lope de Rueda, and resumed her occupation as wife and mother. 
Regardless, with the injunction against her to remain silent, the Inquisition achieved its goal 
in silencing what it perceived as dangerous. María’s experience with consideration of 
heightened fear of her subversive and dangerous spirituality help show that even when denied 
positions of public and private authority, women could yet shape how they perceived the 
world around them and how their own faith personally manifested. Clearly María had deeply 
rooted beliefs and ideas concerning her spirituality and how she viewed the faith of those 
around her and sought to engage in ways that brought her closer to God and make her faith 
more personally relevant. María de Cazalla was but one woman who only appears before the 
record not through grand sweeping change, but through her own personal experience as she 
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related not just to her family, but also to her community, and to the Inquisition. Her trial 
helps bridge gaps in the historical record concerning how shifting ideology and religious 
belief could and did affect those who were not the Teresa of Ávilas of the early modern 
Spanish world.  
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